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Abstract 
The mid-1960s through to the 1980s were decades of great cultural and political change in 
the United States, as they were in many parts of the world.  During this period, the emergent 
Chicano ideology was framed by the nationalist revolutionary discourse popular amongst 
protest movements of the period. Forged in the social and economic turmoil of the period, an 
artistic and cultural renaissance was made manifest across the American Southwest.  This in 
turn, led to the articulation of an identity framed in hybridity, and embracing of diversity. By 
focusing upon three sets of case studies, this paper examines the cultural production of the 
Chicano Art Movement in Los Angeles, California; Albuquerque, New Mexico; and El Paso, 
Texas, with a focus upon the period 1968-1991. Through the medium of what became known 
as the Chicano Art Movement, liberation theology, and social justice activism enabled dis-
parate art and theater movements to articulate a cultural politics that reflected the borderlands 
experience. Through this art and its production, issues of race, oppression and power, inter-
sected with the nature of American and Mexican identity, and history. Rather than descend 
into cultural secessionism, or advocating an assimilation agenda, this period culminated in 
the production of Gloria E. Anzaldúa’s Borderlands/La Frontera, and it’s New Mestiza ideol-
ogy.  
This thesis proposes, that an identity framed within its own hybridity, became a vehicle in the 
transformation of what had been known as the Chicano Rights Movement. One that put lan-
guage, culture and the borderlands experience, into a cohesive discourse. A discourse that 
produced a sophisticated methodology for countering oppression, and engaging with change. 
This was not a revolutionary break with the past. Rather, it was the product of tropes, themes 
and myths whose origins can be traced from the Mexican Revolution of 1910 through to the 
Civil Rights era of the 1960s and 1970s. Its journey from Mexican ideology, to American 
identity is one that lies at the core of what came to be called, the Chicano Art Movement. 
This journey was however not a monolithic exodus, but rather, a collection of movements 
that reflected the societies and histories that gave them form. When examined closer, this col-
lective identity can be seen to be as much a product of hybridity, as the communities to whom 
it gave voice.  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Chapter One: Mexico as Prologue  1
Figure 1 
Culture forms our beliefs. We perceive the version of reality that it communicates. Dominant 
paradigms, predefined concepts that exist as unquestionable, unchallengeable, are transmitted 
to us through the culture. Culture is made by those in power—men. Males make the rules and 
laws; women transmit them 
Gloria Anzaldúa  2
This chapter will establish the cultural baseline from which the peoples of the Southwest, 
who gather under the label Mexican-American, more lately defined by the Spanish moniker 
La Raza, or The People, draw their inspiration, aesthetic frameworks and, more importantly, 
their identities and cultural framework from the borderlands shared by the modern nation 
states of Mexico and the United States. This Process produced a collection of societies who 
share a borderland identity framed in the Mexican as cultural, but with its nationality as 
 Although it is not usual to have a prologue chapter before the Introduction, the arc of the thesis would be inter1 -
rupted if this discussion was located later. The title of this thesis is a quote by Gloria Anzaldúa in Gloria An-
zaldúa, & Cherrie Moraga, This Bridge Called My Back: Writings of Radical Women of Color, (New York, State 
University of New York Press, 2015) 41.
 Gloria Anzaldúa, Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza, (San Francisco, Arte Lute Books, 1987) 38.2
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(United States) American.  Borderlands are places bathed in uncertainty for the unwary out3 -
sider. Identities blend and form new hybrids. Cultures exist not in isolation, but in a dance of 
intimacy that gives birth to new, unsought identities. This is especially true of the United 
States Southwest. For cultures, the border represents a legal impediment only. Those whose 
lives and identities are framed by and in the border find themselves caught in an intertextuali-
ty that threatens to overwhelm. All the while, the clarion calls of ‘assimilate’ or ‘separate’ 
sound on every corner. Further, for the Mexicana/o and Hispanic residents of the United 
States Southwest, the border stands as a fiction, an affront to shared histories, identities and 
origins. To the United States, the Southwest presents a challenge to the hegemonic national 
mythos. Born in a conquest justified in the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, the annexation of 
northern Mexico in 1832 transformed the cultural profile of the United States. From this re-
drawing of the border, the northwest of the young Estados Unidos de Mexico became the 
United States Southwest, holding the still living memory of Mexico in its collective heart. 
The region was, and remains, home to peoples who have an entrenched sense of place and 
history. They represent a narrative that challenges the hegemonic Protestant settlement myth 
dominant in popular American history discourse with a far more multicultural model. Native 
Americans, whose habitation of the region preceded that of the Spanish-Mexicans, had over 
300 years of history, coexisting in a long, uneasy peace. With its excision from Mexico, it 
was assumed that the integration of the Southwest into the United States would proceed, leav-
ing no residue or memory. 
The reality behind the annexation of the Mexican north by the United States was that the re-
gion existed (indeed continues to exist) between two cultural and political models. The bonds 
of family and familiarity ensured that cultural and economic exchanges between Mexico and 
the Southwest remained a living feature of its culture, that went beyond mere trade and 
tourism. For many Southwestern Latina/os, Mexico was as much home as California, Ari-
zona, New Mexico or even Texas. To these communities, Mexico was not just a name on a 
map, it was an idea that transcended the national, and embraced the cultural. Deep in the col-
 For the purposes of this thesis, the moniker American will be used to refer to the nation-state of the United 3
States of America, just as Mexican, will refer to the cultural identity rather than a national unless stated. Al-
though it is acknowledged that for many in South America and Canada, this is an appropriation that is problem-
atic, as it negates their claims to also being ‘American’. 
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lective memory of the borderlands burned the embers of the revolution that had defined mod-
ern Mexico and the peoples who called Mexico Madre/Mother. 
The Mexican Revolution of 1910 continued the process of cultural redefinition begun with its 
War of Independence. This followed a century of struggle, as the nation sought to redefine 
itself after losing significant territory to the United States during the 19th century. The social 
and political instability in Mexico following the revolution had profound effects upon the 
populations of the American Southwest. By the 1920s, approximately 65% of the Southwest’s 
seasonal farm labor was Mexican in origin. Seasonal migrant farm labor was “as peculiar to 
California as slavery was to the old South.”  As these migrant laborers sought to ensure a fair 4
deal in exchange for their contributions to the US economy, they began to organize into labor 
unions.  This union tradition was not native to the East Coast of the United States. Rather, it 5
came ingrained in the sweat of the brows of Mexican laborers. As New Mexican author 
Rodolfo Acuña observed: “The roots of the Chicano labor movement are in Mexico... The 
ideas of Mexican radical intellectuals and activists were brought to the United States by many 
of these early migrants who influenced the struggle of Mexican workers in the United States 
through the 1930s.”  By the start of the nineteenth century, Mexican workers had an estab6 -
lished tradition of labor unionization, born within the community organization called mutual-
istas. These mutualistas, had originally been founded to pay for funerals and provide other 
social relief in the absence of a social welfare system to provide relief to workers during 
times of duress. By 1910, they had evolved to become powerful players in the cultural poli-
tics of the nation – a tradition of unionization that was extended into the Southwest through 
the medium of migration.  As unionism engaged in the struggle for greater rights, Southwest7 -
ern Hispanics had begun to accept the appellative Mexican, little suspecting that, in so doing, 
 Mario Garcia, Mexican Americans: Leadership, Ideology and Identity 1930-1960, (Yale Western American 4
Series 36, New Haven/London, Yale University Press, 1989) 206.
 Mauricio Mazon, The Zoot Suit Riots: The Psychology of Symbolic Annihilation, (Austin, University of Texas 5
Press, 1984) 109.
 Rodolfo Acuña, Occupied America: A History of Chicanos, (2nd edition, New York, Harper Row, 1981) 191.6
 ibid.7
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their status as Americans could, and would, be brought into doubt.  These mutualistas went 8
far beyond mere labor agitation and mutual benefit activities to include the preservation of 
the Spanish language, and the protection of Mexican culture in the United States.  With this 9
political culture also came a cultural aesthetic that provided a continuity from which Chicana/
os, Hispanics and Mexicana/os could draw a century later. 
The cultural and political influence of the Mexican Revolution spurred a nationalistic ac-
tivism amongst the Chicano population of the region that continued to promote political in-
volvement and engagement for the marginalized Mexicano populations of the Southwest. 
This created an activism that employed aesthetics that both united and contributed to the di-
versity of Southwestern identity.  Behind the mask of identity in the Southwest lay a conun10 -
drum: stand for a separate Mexican-American identity and the separatist agenda this ap-
proach carries at its core, or assimilate. The solution arrived at was revolutionary: to actualize 
a third option. Rather than reject the trauma of their history and the border, they articulated a 
solution rooted in their cultural and personal experience. This solution led them to embrace a 
mestizo, or blended identity, more reflective of the Borderlands, both on the map, and within 
the hearts of the peoples who lived under its influence. To understand what lay at the core of 
this merged identity, it is necessary to examine the imagery and symbolism of the Mexican 
Revolution. 
In the foyer of the National Preparatory School in Mexico City, a mural was painted that 
demonstrates that hybridity was a feature of the Mexican Revolution of 1910 (see figure 1). 
This mural by Diego Rivera shows the conquest of Mexico and the (constructed) progress 
towards independence as framed within the 1910 revolutionary agenda. Central to this mural 
is the image of Cortez and the Tepatec Princess and Aztec slave, known to Mexicans as La 
Malinche, sitting side by side. They are naked and framed in the manner of Adam and Eve in 
traditional Latin American and European religious art. Yet, Malinche is subservient, passive, 
 Mario Garcia, ‘La Frontera: The Border as Symbol and Reality in Mexican American Thought.”, in Mexican 8
Studies/Estudios Mexicanos (Vol 1 No.2. San Antonio, University of San Antonio Press, 1985) 199.
 ibid. pp. 202-203.9
 Hispanidad is the concept of shared Hispanic identity. It does not imply homogeneity, but as a comunidad, or 10
community of identities. Its use has declined in recent years, being replaced by Mexicanidad. 
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attendant to her ‘husband’. Rivera presented an origination myth that contained within it, an 
overtly indigenist agenda, replicating colonial attitudes of race and gender that continued to 
exert their influence half a century later. As a piece of propaganda, it is subtle, replacing the 
Conquest Manifesto with a national myth born of the union of many peoples. Its celebration 
of an indigenist perspective in order to create a new national identity belies the violence and 
subversion of stratified histories to create a mestizo identity. This hybridity is the product as 
much of a need to achieve a rapprochement with a collective past, as it was born of the need 
to reconcile the indigenous peoples of revolutionary Mexico.  In doing so, it fulfilled the 11
Marxist definition of ideology through its network of ideas that create a “false consciousness 
[and] work in the interests of the powerful against the interests of the people.”  The Mexican 12
revolutionary art movement was a ‘methodology of de-colonization’ that sought to give ex-
pression to a model of oppositional thinking that served the demands of nation building for a 
Mexico that threatened to rip itself apart. Through this national discourse of hybridity, its di-
verse peoples began to embrace their own sense of national identity, and preserved the nation 
after a long and painful period of social and political unrest.   13
Central to the generation and promotion of a nation building agenda was the Mexican revolu-
tionary education minister, José María Albino Vasconcelos Calderón, the ‘cultural caudillo’ of 
the Mexican Revolution of 1910.  It was he who commissioned numerous large murals to 14
shape the aesthetics and ideology of the new state, and utilized poster art to create a popular 
social dialogue with a clear political purpose.  In the development of modern Mexico, the 15
combination of a leftist modernist and rasquache (folk art) aesthetic, created a visual political 
 Helmut Scheben, “Indigenismo y modernismo” in Revista de Crític Literaria Latinoamericana (No 5, no.10 11
2nd September, 1979), (Lima, Latinoamericana Ediciones, 1979) 115-128.
 John Storey (ed), Introduction to Cultural Theory and Popular Culture, (Athens, University of Georgia Press, 12
1998) 3.
 Stacie Widdifield, Embodiment of the national in late 19th century Mexican painting, (Tucson, University of 13
Arizona Press, 1996) 115 & Deborah Castillo, ‘Postmodern Indigenism: Quetzalcoatl and all that’, in Modern 
Fiction Studies 41, no1, (Spring, 1995), (Baltimore, John Hopkins University Press) 36.
 Enrique Krauze, Redeemers: Ideas and Power in Latin America, Hank Heifetz (trans). (New York: Harper 14
Collins 2011) p.53
 Fabián Acosta Rico. El pensamiento político de José Vasconcelos. (México: Secretaría de Cultura del Gobier15 -
no del Estado de Jalisco, 2004).
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poetics from which the modern Mexican identity 
was formed.  This program utilized the talents of 16
a group of muralistas assembled around the Los 
Tres Grandes: Diego Rivera, José Clemente 
Orozco and David Alfaro Siqueiros.  Along with 17
the work of the great poster artist José Guadalupe 
Posada, these artists established the aesthetics 
and visual language of the modern nation-state of 
Mexico. It was an imagery that was permeated 
with Aztec mythos, framed within a rasquache 
form.  This aesthetic idealized the peasant cul18 -
ture of Mexico’s and northern New Mexico’s 
Hispanic peasant farmers, whilst promoting an ideology 
of mestizaje  – two seemingly irreconcilable identities, 19
yet they reflected the reality for many of Mexico and the 
Southwest’s working and farming populations. This was no haphazard strategy or philosophy. 
Diego Rivera understood the role that murals and art could play in creating a national collec-
tive identity, and used them to great effect.  By taking indigenous themes and motifs, Rivera 20
(amongst others) combined them to create a revolutionary art from which a Mexican identity 
could find expression, divorced from its colonial past. The cultural paradigm this gave rise to, 
forged in the revolutionary politics of Mexico, set in motion a politics of identity that found 
resonance in the Mexicana/o populations of the Southwest as they struggled for their place in 
the American Dream. 
 Sylvia Molloy. "First Memories, First Myths: Vasconcelos' Ulises criollo". in At Face Value: Autobiographi16 -
cal Writing in Spanish America. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991) 186-208.
 The Three Greats - the term used for the triumvirate of Rivera, Orozco and Siqueiros.17
 Emily Hicks, “Textual Migration: Issues of Chicano American Culture”, in Emily Hicks, Beatriz Jaguaribe, 18
Mari Carman Ramirez and Marc Zimmerman, Postmodernism and New Cultural Tendencies in Latin America. 
500th Anniversary of the Encounter of Two Worlds, (San Francisco, San Francisco State University, 1993) p.p. 
1-24.




Miguel Posada Poster: La 
Calavera Oaxaquena
For the artists and writers of the Chicana/o Art Movement, the legacy of the Mexican Revolu-
tion created an artistic palette that provided a tool for the creation of alternate historical narra-
tives, and a deeper engagement with, and utilization of, indigenous aesthetics. As Tomás 
Ybarra-Frausto argued, a critical “task was to rethink representation, the role of the artist, and 
the social function of art.”  Alfonso Caso credited the Mexican Revolution with a transfor21 -
mation in the manner and method in which Mexico related to its native populations, their his-
tories and cultures.  This re-orientation was achieved via great mural projects, powerful po22 -
litical poster art easily reproduced upon paper and bodies, and popular theater. These aesthet-
ics were a combination of modernism, and a leftist political orientation that were wed to a 
combination of indigenist and rasquache (folk) art and theatrical output. What they produced 
was a hybrid language that spoke to hybrid identities. Indeed, the creation of Mexican aes-
thetics of hybridity was essential as nationalists sought to supplant 300 years of Spanish Im-
perial propaganda, history, art and literature. They needed to provide not just an identifiable 
brand, but to go deeper than mere image to craft an origination myth upon which the peoples 
of the American Southwest 
could graft themselves into 
new nationalisms and new 
identities. These identities 
framed themselves as the 
victim, rather than the per-
petrator, of colonialism.  
The combination of the sex-
ual and the Indian in a 
woman proceeded from an 
established cultural narrative of Eve as 
temptress. It was not Cortez and his desire for 
 Tomás Ybarra-Frausto, ‘Lo del corazón: theme and variations’ in / Tomás Ybarra-Frausto, Lo del corazón : 21
heartbeat of a culture. (San Francisco, CA: The Mexican Museum, 1986) 21.
 Alfonso Caso, Instituto Nacional Indigenista (Mexico), (Ciudad Mexico, Instituto Nacional Indigenista, 1958) 22
21.
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Figure 3: La Marcha de la Revolucion 
conquest (seen as a noble quest in this narrative) that was at fault. Rather, any blame lay with 
his wife, the conquered native, the woman maligned. In this narrative, he was led into his ex-
cesses by a sexual temptress willing to sell her people out. In the late 1920s, J. Nielo Hernan-
dez completed a mural for an American Bank in Mexico City. In this mural, Malinche is 
placed as the central figure. The Aztec Emperor Moctezuma II and Cortez stand as secondary 
figures. Malinche is prominent in both her centrality and her Indian-ness. She “slyly and coy-
ly glances at Cortez. Her only role is as seductress.”  The injustice of this narrative led the 23
Chicana feminist scholar and author Gloria Anzaldúa to observe, “The worst kind of betrayal 
lies in making us believe that the Indian Woman is the betrayer.”  Of the few works in Eng24 -
lish that examine the history of Mexican feminism, there is a glorification of women as hero-
ines, “without interrogating the subject positions of such women through attention to the 
class and race hierarchies that set the climate for their activism."   The emergent literature 25
produced by playwrights, and artists would increasingly address these concerns, as well as 
focus upon an identity framed by hybridity. The literature also called for Mexican-Americans 
to find common cause in throwing off their colonial past, and present. 
If La Malinche represented the ‘whore as villain’, Adelita represents the ‘whore as heroine’. 
Given birth in the corridos (folk songs) of the Mexican Revolution, La Adelita became one of 
the most important elements of Mexico’s revolutionary mythos. “Adelita’s bravery and revo-
lutionary spirit are lost to the fatalism and insecurities of male soldiers who […] focused on 
passion, love and desire as they face[d] combat.”  La Adelita’s image as a young, attractive 26
woman, dressed provocatively, fulfilled a hetero-male centered romanticism of a seminal 
moment in the creation of modern Mexican culture.  This place was assured through popular 27
 Amelia Mesa-Bains, ‘Redeeming Our Dead: Homenaje a Tenochtitlan” in Carmen Lomas Garza, Homenaje a 23
Tenochtitlan, (North Lampton, Ontario, North Lampton Smith College Museum of Fine Art, 1982).
 Gloria Anzaldua, Norma Cantu, Aida Hurtado, Borderlands / La Frontera: The New Mestiza, (San Francisco, 24
Aunt Lute Books; (4th ed. 1st ed. 1987), 2012) 13.
 Sarah Buck Kachaluba, Constructing a Historiography of Mexican Women and Gender, (Talahassee, Florida 25
State University Press, 2008) 3.




corridos, theater and the early film industry of Mexico. The great Mexican muralist, David 
Alfaro Siqueiros work, La marcha de la Revolucion, highlighted the subordinate role these 
women played in the success of the revolutionary aims.  This image emerged and was rein28 -
forced within both the popular theater and in popular Mexican advertising from the 1930s. 
These archetypes, however, represent gender relations outside of the respected role of the 
family. Drawing upon the venerated image of the Madre/Mother, Mexican culture was not 
bereft of tragedy. It was in tragedy that Mexican culture found an image that transcended 
mere regret, to embrace true sorrow. That image was La Llorona. 
La Llorona, or ‘The Weeping Woman’ has a resonance within popular Mexican and Chicano 
culture felt across the US Southwest and northern Mexico. The root of the legend lies in a 
clear borrowing from Medea. A beautiful woman drowns her children in the hope that she can 
be with her lover. The man rejects her, and she takes her own life. Trapped in the afterlife, she 
weeps for her lost children, and is reputed to appear on moonlit evenings alongside rivers or 
lakes.  La Llorona is a folk representation of the ‘Weeping Mother’ found within both Aztec 29
and Spanish folk tales.  Her motif serves as a powerful element in morality tales and ghost 30
stories across Mexico and the eastern United States Southwest, becoming a cultural leitmotif. 
She has also been seen as representing Mother Mexico weeping for her children lost over the 
(US) border in modern literature and art.   31
If La Malinche represents Eve in the national mythos of Mexican culture, and La Llorona 
represents Medea, La Virgen de Guadalupe represents the Divine Mother. La Virgen de 
Guadalupe narrative, as accepted by the Roman Catholic Church, depicts the Virgin revealing 
herself to a Nahuatl Aztec farmer (and shaman), Don Juan Diego. She vows to protect her 
Mexicana/o mestizo children from threat, danger and exploitation in return for their 
 David Alfaro Siqueiros,, ‘Polyform Siqueiros’ in ‘Colonia Nápoles’ brochure, (Ciudad Mexico, 1976).28
 Ray John De Aragon, The Legend of La Llorona, (Santa Fe, Sunstone Press, 2006) 6.29
 Jose E. Limon, Dancing with the Devil, (Madison, University of Wisconsin Press, 1994) 400.30
 de Aragon, 11., Op.cit. 31
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devotion.  During the 1910 Mexican Revolution, her icon was used to lead the marches and 32
protests, a role she would continue in the Chicano Rights Movement under the leadership of 
Cesar Chavez and Dolores Huerta during the 1960s and 1970s. The centrality of the Virgin 
within Mexican culture led Mexico’s Nobel Prize Laureate, Octavio Paz, in 1976 to observe, 
"the Mexican people, after more than two centuries of experiments, have faith only in the 
Virgin of Guadalupe and the National Lottery."  Her image is pasted on all sorts of items, 33
from key-rings to tee-shirts, and soap wrappers to little girls’ shoes. She has also been the 
subject of more avant-garde approaches by feminist artists, both in Mexico and the United 
States. The image is so ubiquitous that it is hard to separate the Virgin of Guadalupe from ei-
ther the Mexican or the Chicano world view. As a symbol and source of inspiration, she 
stands apart from both church and state to represent the common yearnings of her people: 
Mexican, or Chicano. 
Although the power of visual art has been a mainstay of the revolutionary culture of the Mex-
ican Revolution, it was supported by a vibrant and politically active theater with origins in 
the traditional pastorela, where the Castilian Auto de Navidad (Nativity Play)  was indige34 -
nized. These dramas, popular since the Conquest, often incorporate the Virgin of Guadalupe. 
The use of ad libbing filled out usually sparse scripts and poor acting. Finally, musical and 
poetic recitations completed the performance experience.  Emerging from this theatrical tra35 -
dition was a lively folk theater that offered a counter to the classical Spanish theater of the 
elites.  The rise of the railroad theater troupes gave rise to the tent theaters, known as carpas, 36
that travelled around Mexico and the United States Southwest. Here, audiences demanded 
plays written by local playwrights in Spanish, which became so popular that over twenty the-
 Carl Anderson and Eduardo Chavez, Our Lady of Guadalupe: Mother of the Civilization of Love, (New York, 32
Doubleday, 2009) 205.
 Octavio Paz. ‘Introduction’ to Jacques Lafaye's Quetzalcalcoatl and Guadalupe. The Formation of Mexican 33
National Consciousness 1531–1813. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1976) iii.
 L.H. Quackenbush, “The Other Pastorela's of Spanish American Drama’, in Latin American Theatre Review, 34
(Spring, 1973) (Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1973) 55.
 Arthur Campa, ‘Spanish Religious Folk theater in the Spanish Southwest (First Cycle)’, University of New 35
Mexico Bulletin, Language Series Vol. 5, No.1, Whole Number 238 February 15 1934, (Albuquerque, University 
of New Mexico Press, 1934) 18.
 Nicolas Kanellos, ‘Two Centuries of Hispanic Theater in the Southwest’, in Mexican American Theater Then 36
and Now, (Houston, Arte Publico Press, 1983) 20.
 13
ater houses were located in Los Angeles and San Antonio in the 1920s. These theaters 
showed material ranging from high melodrama and classical theater, to zarzuela and vaude-
ville.  The Mexican playwrights Alberto Gonzalez, Esteban Escalante and Gabriel Navarro 37
wrote plays specifically for the audiences in Los Angeles and San Antonio that dealt with cur-
rent affairs, politics, and the ‘real-life epic’ of their people.  Although they proved popular 38
forms of diversion, as mediums of cultural and political art, they failed in fomenting change. 
It was from the carpas, that the impetus to create a truly political theater was born. Their 
short satirical acts originated in the teatro de genero chico (theater of the common man). 
Their influence was so great that the satire of playwright Roberto Soto led to the downfall the 
corrupt Mexican union boss Morones in 1932.  This theatrical form engaged in a robust two-39
way conversation with audiences and was referred to as rasquachismo. Defined by an ability 
to utilize song and language, as well as to tell blue jokes and use innuendo, it was often 
geared to the tastes of men, rather than families. The use of humor became a cultural weapon 
by which oppression could be addressed, and solidarity reaffirmed.  Undoubtedly, the star of 40
the teatro de carpa was the pelado, or feisty underdog. This everyman was taken to its great-
est height in the work of the great Mexican comic, Cantinflas. It was Cantinflas who spoke 
for the downtrodden working class-man. By affecting a “meaningless wordiness” and his use 
of the vernacular language of the barrios, he offered a “relentless dribble that never achieves 
a phrase with sense.”  Yet from this ‘relentless dribble’, he was able to elicit intense sympa41 -
thy from his audiences. This character became a mainstay of later companies, such as Teatro 
Campesino in Los Angeles, and even found its way into the work of La Compañia de teatro 
de Alburquerque. 
 ibid. p. 20, & pp. 27-28.37
 ibid 30.38
 Miguel Covarrubias, ‘Slapstick and Venom: Politics, Tent Shows and Comedians’, Theater Arts Monthly Vol 39
22, August 1938, (Los Angeles, University of California Press, 1938) 588. & Javier Aguilar García, "Luis 
Napoleón Morones," in Encyclopedia of Mexico, vol. 2, (Chicago: Fitzroy and Dearborn, 1997) p. 953.
 Tomas Ybarra Frausto, ‘I Can Still Hear the Applause. La Farandula Chicana: Carpas y Tandas de Variedad’ 40
in Hispanic Theater in the United States, (Houston, Arte Publico Press) p. 55, & p. 53.
Covarrubias, op.cit. 594. 41
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Fundamentally, the carpa as theater fulfilled the role taken up by television and the internet 
in the late 20th century. Its use of the rasquachismo aesthetic gave Mexican and Chicano the-
ater a way of confronting the world from the viewpoint of the rebel and the downtrodden. For 
people facing oppression and, at times, violence in the face of a hostile and alien culture, this 
aesthetic continuity provided a stability from which the dispossessed and disempowered 
workers could gain a sense of dignity and respite from the travails of their daily lives. Al-
though it was not overtly political during the early phase of its development in the late 19th 
and early 20th centuries, it was the cultural predecessor of the early Chicano political theater 
that arose during the civil rights period of the 1960s and 1970s.  42
Issues of intertextuality and code shifting challenge both Chicano and Southwestern histori-
ans’ efforts to engage with the material at hand. Understanding the background from a cultur-
al and anthropological perspective allows the researcher to engage with the cultural dialogue 
of the participants of history upon the stage of research. By understanding the artistic and 
aesthetic framework of the Mexican Revolution, it can be seen that the events of the Chicano 
Rights Movement, as the cultural program of a political movement amongst Mexican-Ameri-
cans utilized a commonly understood language that, on the surface, appears to represent a 
cohesive and homogenous whole, yet hides diverse and separate communities and histories. 
The events that unfolded in the artistic and theatrical culture of the US Southwest in the late 
20th century demonstrated that the constant shadow of Mexico as prologue lies at the core of 
their worldview. Mexico might be Mother, however, the child must take what was learnt at 
their mother’s breast and make their own way into the world. The story of the Chicano The-
ater and Art Movement is the story of a child finding its own voice. That voice, the voice of 
the mestiza and the mestizo on La Frontera, long silenced, began to find itself through art, 
literature and theater during the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s. The challenge for the observer is 
not to hear them as one voice, but rather as a chorus whose many tones contribute to the 
whole.  Beating underneath these many voices lies a hybridity behind which the beguiling 43
 Bruce. A. McConachie and Daniel Friedman, Theatre for Working Class Audiences in the United States. 42
1830-1980, (Westport, Connecticut, Greenwood Press, 1985) 9.
 For the purpose of this thesis, Chicano Art, is the creative output of the Mexican-American origin peoples of 43
the United States. Whereas Southwestern Art, of which Chicano Art was a contributing part, also includes Na-
tive American art (in all its diverse forms), Cowboy/Western art, and New Mexican Hispano art.
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memory and cultural siren-song of Mother Mexico inhabits its inner landscape. As the voices 
of the activists, artists and writers sought to articulate their lives in diverse communities 
spread across the Southwest, they discovered that, in the process of crossing the border, they 
had breathed new life and meaning into what it was to be culturally Mexican and a citizen of 
the United States of America. 
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Chapter Two: Introduction 
The United States themselves are essentially the greatest poem. In the history of the earth 
hitherto, the largest and most stirring appear tame and orderly to their ampler largeness and 
stir. Here at last is something in the doings of man that corresponds with the broadcast doings 
of the day and night. Here is not merely a nation, but a teeming nation of nations. 
Walt Whitman: Preface to Leaves of Grass (1855) 
When not copping out, when we know we are more than nothing, we call ourselves Mexican, 
referring to race and ancestry; mestizo when affirming both our Indian and Spanish 
ancestry...Chicano when referring to a politically aware people born or raised in the United 
States; Raza when referring to Chicanos; Tejano when we are Chicanos from Texas. 
Gloria E. Anzaldúa  1
This dissertation will examine the evolution and expression of a Raza identity defined by hy-
bridity as it was expressed across the United States Southwest through the mediums of art 
and theater during the period 1968-1991.  Further, it will construct a narrative whose origins 2
can not only be located in the fields of Delano during the United Farm Worker’s strikes or the 
Los Angeles muralist period, but also in the theaters of New Mexico and the art galleries and 
mural production of El Paso. By utilizing a series of case studies across the region, the nature 
and diversity of the hybridity implicit in a Southwestern identity can be contextualized and 
studied.  This nascent ideology of hybridity, which came to be referred to as mestizaje, had 3
evolved through acts of creative resistance to hegemony, culminating in Gloria Anzaldúa’s 
 Gloria Evangelina Anzaldúa, “How to Tame a Wild Tongue”, in Steven Kellman (ed), Switching Languages: 1
Translingual Writers Reflect on Their Craft, (Lincoln, University of Nebraska Press, 2003) 56.
 The issue of monikers could be a thesis in itself. This writer will use Raza as an inclusive title for Chicano, 2
Mexicano, and Hispanic cultures across the US Southwest. However, for stylistic concerns, and also for speci-
ficity, the other monikers will also be used throughout this dissertation.
 Arizona and Colorado, although Southwestern, are not included in this paper due to constraints in time, scope 3
and funding. Such foci remain topics deserving of study and inclusion at some future date.
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1987 work Borderlands/La Frontera. Borderlands/La Frontera represented a paradigm shift 
in both feminist and Chicana/Mexicana discourse across the Southwest, and is a product of a 
cultural conversation spanning nearly half a century. The border Anzaldúa described in La 
Frontera was both a physical barrier and an internal landscape within which a unique identity 
was formed by its own hybridity. This hybridity, unifying without assimilating diverse popu-
lations, also allowed previously excluded cultural groups to advocate for, negotiate, and op-
erate as United States Americans. “Sincere and alert Mexican Americans, especially the 
young, aspire for a dual culture, an amalgamation. [...] They want to retain and enjoy their 
Mexican ways and values, and at the same time acquire and enjoy the Anglo American cul-
ture.”  These thoughts are, on the surface, perfectly applicable to the Chicano paradigm. 4
However, upon closer examination, the Mexican and the American nature of their hybridity 
are not as simple as they first appear. 
Unlike the lived experience of other ethnic groups within the United States, with the excep-
tion of the First Nations, home is not located over some ocean, or some other locale. Rather, 
as in the case of New Mexico and southern Texas, there are histories of European settlement 
dating to the 16th century. Further, they have a significant history of identity transformation, 
as the Spanish Empire gave way to the Republic of Mexico, leading to their annexation and 
absorption into the United States of America.  
From ‘Somos Muy America’, to ‘Somos America’  5
The clamor of history and insistent demands of Anglo-America created a border between 
hegemonic identity and the negotiated space that is the American Southwest. The work of 
Anzaldúa stands as a defining moment in both Latina feminism and Southwestern discourse. 
Her resolution of the tension between competing identities and populations was to formulate 
and articulate a philosophy that not only sought to be a tool for gaining civil rights, but also 
for allowing oppressed populations to challenge their neighbors with Somos America (We are 
 Ed Ludwig and James Santibáñez, The Chicanos. Mexican- American Voices, (New York, Pelican, 1970) 252.4
 In the early part of the Chicano Movement, banners and placards claimed ‘Somos Muy America’ - We are 5
More American. By the end of the 1980s, this had transformed into “Somos America’- We Are America. 
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America). For outside observers and commentators, it seemed that this discourse manifested 
fully formed from the creative mind of a diminutive Tejana lesbian academic and poet. Yet, as 
Anzaldúa herself acknowledged, she and her creative output were products of la comunidad 
de la frontera/the community of the borderlands. This thesis seeks to examine the cultural 
framework within which the mestizaje ideology propounded by Anzaldúa was a fundamental 
product of the struggle of the disempowered and oppressed for inclusion and equality within 
the United States during the Civil Rights Era. It will examine the role that what later came to 
be called the Chicano Art Movement (never simply one movement, but a ‘movement of 
movements’), played in reframing cultural politics within the Southwest and, as a conse-
quence, the United States of America. 
This thesis utilizes case studies from across the Southwest to demonstrate that rather than 
there being a monolithic cultural movement, the Southwestern/Chicano Art and Theatre 
Movement was both culturally and politically diverse. Three specific locations will be exam-
ined: Los Angeles in southern California; Albuquerque in New Mexico; and El Paso in south-
western Texas during a period beginning in Southern California in 1968 and reaching its 
crescendo around 1990-1991. In so doing, it will construct a narrative that demonstrates that 
each arose within a specific cultural and political framework, united by history and cultural 
experience, defined by the Southwestern experience. These two factors united under the in-
fluence of local academic patronage to produce acts of creativity that contributed to the pro-
duction of a cultural politics forged in the local but speaking to the regional. What emerged 
from this process was that acts of creativity became not just modes of expression, but also a 
political discourse and language negotiated by the inhabitants of the barrios/neighborhoods, 
and pueblos/villages of the Southwest. It was in these communities that there arose social 
technologies of resistance to oppression during the 1960s and 1970s that articulated their 
hopes, fears, and aspirations. These technologies later found their voice in the work of Gloria 
Anzaldúa. For it was she, building from her experience having lived across the Southwest, 
that gave expression to an identity agenda firmly rooted in the cultural experience of, and 
production by, the Raza communities of the American Southwest through their art, theater 
and literature. 
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The American Southwest: Moving beyond lines on a map 
The American Southwest as a region is one of great geographic and cultural diversity. This 
diversity has been instrumental in the formation of the hybrid cultures and societies that make 
up its populations and is predicated on the layering of identities that can prove confusing to 
the outside observer. Whether such diversity is born of the Native American populations or 
the layers of colonial settlement, the region presents itself as a tangled web of histories, lan-
guage and culture. While some Mexican-Americans may embrace the term Chicano, others 
prefer to identify themselves as Mexican-American, or an American of Spanish descent. 
These terms are often used interchangeably, both by commentators and by those who hold to 
one or more of these identities. Firstly, there are the Hispanos, who are also termed Hispanic 
American; that is, a person or community whose Hispanic identity can be established in 
Northern America before the Mexican-American War of 1834. The moniker most understood 
in the hegemonic national cultural discourse is Latino/a. Although this identity marker is not 
used in the Spanish and Portuguese Americas, it does enjoy, albeit with reservations, currency 
in the United States. This has given rise to the term most familiar with Anglo-Americans: 
Latino/Latina, a term that is gaining currency amongst young persons of Hispanic and Latin 
origin across the United States. This moniker, however, does not serve when the topic of 
study is peoples of Mexican origin, whether that be the nation state of Mexico, or the cultural 
identity that refers to itself as Mexican. 
The term Southwestern Latino is a term used to indicate the emergent Hispanic/Mexican/
Latino population of the region. However, its use is limited to the point of neglect. Mexicana/
o is a term that has gained currency in Texas and across the Southwest. Rather than describ-
ing a national identity, it is seen as purely a cultural classification that includes Californio/
California; Nuevomexicano/Nuevomexicana; Tejano/Tejana – those families of Hispanic ori-
gin who were resident in California, New Mexico and Texas prior to the US-Mexican War. 
The last identity label, La Raza can be translated as The People, or The Folk. This increasing-
ly popular term is used to describe the Spanish and Mexican peoples of the American South-
west, and includes and transcends all the labels. What can be confusing for the outside ob-
 20
server are that these terms can, at times, all be used in conjunction within the same text. The 
confusion it may create to the casual reader translates the cultural-linguistic borderlands that 
Southwestern Mexicanos engage with in their daily lives. Further confounding to the outside 
observer, they can also be used to relieve the reader of fatigue by allowing such use to 
counter the danger of repetition, usually with little explanation, or comment. These consider-
ations aside, this dissertation will use the term Mexican-American throughout, unless it is 
demanded by the sources, both for precision, and to address issues of political sensitivity. 
The field of Southwestern Studies is a discourse born of diversity. Drawing from Chicano, 
Mexican-American, and Borderlands Studies, the field also utilizes Post-Colonial, as well as 
Gender and Development theories in an effort to construct a coherent perspective of the re-
gion that represents the varied, and at times conflicting, forces that inhabit it. Studies on the 
region’s history are built upon a strong local and social history tradition in the Southwest. 
However, these traditions remain positioned in their scope and their reach in the strictly local. 
For many of the academics working in this region, the construction of a regional perspective 
that transcended the local was simply not a priority. As a consequence, the emergence of a 
Southwestern perspective presents the researcher with a plethora of resources and sources 
that are located in specialized research facilities and archives. This dissertation locates itself 
firmly within this field. 
Artistic expression can at times enjoy moments of creative independence, and thus become a 
formative influence in both the political and aesthetic ethos of a group. During the period 
1968-1991, southern California experienced the rise of political theater as a means of articu-
lating and, to some extent, forming political responses to events around them. In contrast, La 
Compañia in Albuquerque worked within the institutional and commercial framework of a 
state whose Spanish speaking population was a much higher proportion of the population. 
Certainly a factor in the political culture of the region defining the eastern part of the region 
from the Southern Californian experience was the formation of La Raza Unida, or ‘The Peo-
ples United Party’ in El Paso, Texas that operated from 1970-1980.  This third party grew out 6
 Armando Navarro. La Raza Unida Party: A Chicano Challenge to the U.S. Two Party Dictatorship (Temple 6
University Press, 2000).
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of the Texan and New Mexican experience, influenced by the more middle-class political 
agenda of the Southwest. Such an approach arose from a tradition in the field to view Chi-
cano, Raza and Southwestern politics and culture as discrete discourses, rather than interac-
tive processes existing in a comunidad de ideas (community of ideas).  By ignoring these 7
processes as relational, the tendency was to see them as hierarchical. Although a study of the 
role in La Raza Unida is useful, for the purposes of this paper its place is attendant to the 
artistic production, and not integral to it. This thesis will limit its focus to the cultural politics 
as they manifest in the communities of the Southwest, whilst acknowledging the significant 
contribution of La Raza Unida to the political life of the region. This dissertation adopts the 
position advocated by Raymond Williams, that culture is a “constitutive social process, creat-
ing specific and different ‘ways of life’”.  The definition of politics needs, in this context, to 8
accommodate the processes, forms, and values that are articulated through ideology and ac-
tivism. The twin pillars of culture and politics represent a dynamic that lies at the core of 
what became the Chicano Art Movement. 
Mexican-American Historiography 
With regard to two concepts that were central to the political agenda of the Mexican-Ameri-
can and Hispanic rights movements that were to coalesce into the Chicano Rights Movement, 
two terms demand clarification.   Aztlán, the mythic ‘homeland’ of the Chicano, and the term 
Chicano itself.   9
Neil Foley cites the origins of the Chicano Rights Movement as arising from the post-World 
War II period, and the need to address segregation and civil rights by returning GI’s and their 
 Juan Gomez-Quinones “On Culture” in Revista Chicano-Riqueno 5, N.2 (Spring 1977), (Bloomington, Indiana 7
University Press, 1977) 29-47; Tomas Ybarra Frausto, “The Chicano Poetic Consciousness”, New Scholar 6, 
(1977) (Los Angeles, University of California Press, 1977) 81-109.
 Raymond Williams, Marxism and Literature, (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1977) 19.8
 This thesis acknowledges that the use of the term Hispanic can prove problematic to residents out9 -
side of New Mexico. Yet within New Mexico, this is an important distinction. There are two communi-
ties resident: the Mexican-American, and the Hispanic. Although genetic studies may show that these 
two communities are similar, they do not discount the cultural demarcations that the communities 
mark between themselves and their histories.
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families.  Returning servicemen were able to access housing benefits and educational oppor10 -
tunities denied to their parents and grandparents.  These two factors began a process of cul11 -
tural capital accumulation that enabled their children in the 1960s and 1970s to complete high 
school and enter university. They did so during a time of growing political and cultural ac-
tivism in the United States.  The efforts of union leaders such as Cesar Chavez and Reies 12
Tijerina intersected with student activists familiar with academic studies on the prehistory of 
the Americas, and an emergent post-Colonial literature, framing their construction of the his-
tories and experience of their communities and families. In so doing, many became enamored 
of Tijerina’s belief that the Mexican peoples of the American Southwest were not ‘Spanish-
American’, or ‘white’, but instead were ‘Indo-Hispano’. As Tijerina proclaimed, “We are the 
people the Indians call their “lost brothers”.  Tijerina promoted this idea at the New Politics 13
Convention in Chicago (1967). That there was a connection with this event, and the increas-
ing use of the moniker ‘Chicano’ from this date is observable in the historical record, al-
though it was likely that this was one cause among many that led to the development and nur-
turing of the idea of Chicano as an identity. It was, however, a matter of record that Mexican-
American activists increasingly calling themselves Chicano came to see the ancient American 
Southwest as having been their symbolic homeland, at the very least, prior to the European 
invasion. Further, they saw this homeland as having been stolen from them by Spanish, and 
then Anglo-European, invaders. As Ruben Salazar noted, “A Chicano is a Mexican-American 
with a non-Anglo image of himself.”   14
The idea of   Aztlán, the mythic Chicano homeland, was taken up by Rudolfo ‘Corky’ Gonza-
les in the 1967 poem “El Plan Espiritual de   Aztlán”, which he presented to the First National 
 Neil Foley, Mexican in the Making of America, (Cambridge, Massachusetts, The Belknap Press of 10
Harvard University Press, 2014) 148. 
 ibid. p.149.11
 ibid pp.159-164.12
 Reies Tijerina, quoted in Patricia Bell Blawis, Tijerina and the Land Grants: Mexican Americans in 13
Struggle for Their Heritage, (New York, International Publishers, 1971) 130.
 Ruben Salazar, “Who is a Chicano? And what is it the Chicanos want?, in Los Angeles Times, (Los 14
Angeles, February 6, 1970) located at http://www.latimes.com/la-oew-rubenremembered22apr22-story.html 
accessed on 23/3/2017.
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Chicano Youth Conference in Denver, 1969. In this text, he claimed “We declare the inde-
pendence of our mestizo nation…. We are a nation, we are a union of free pueblos. We are   
Aztlán.”  This poem was seen by many as a declaration of legitimacy in the search for civil 15
rights within a nationalist framework. It also was a declaration of existence for a people who 
were largely unknown outside of the barrios of the American Southwest, and the academy of 
the region – a people who, in the language of Gonzales and Tijerina, were called Chicanos. 
To Gonzales and Tijerina, the adoption of a native identity was one that fostered a greater 
sense of legitimacy for their cause. By doing so, the Chicano Movement was able to articu-
late a liberation agenda for what it claimed were peoples oppressed by colonial aggression, 
although there may have been some who took this agenda at face value. As David Gutierrez 
observed, “it [the declaration] was a symbolic act of defiance, rather than a formal declara-
tion of secession from American Society.”  16
The origin of the moniker ‘Chicano’ is much more problematic. Whatever its origins, the 
term has come to refer to those Mexican-Americans who embraced a Mexican cultural agen-
da, with a purpose to furthering their political cause.  The cultural movement that arose, at17 -
tendant to the Chicano Movement, beginning with the work of Rudolfo Gonzalez and the 
artistic output of Teatro Campesino and Luis Valdez, went on to “enrich not only the Mexican 
origin community, but American society as a whole.”  Gonzalez notes that just as there were 18
many Chicano movements, so it can be argued that there were many Chicano identities, each 
rooted in the local but united in their political comunidad.  As such,   Aztlán, and the Chi19 -
 Rodolfo Gonzales, and Alberto Urista [Alaurista, pseud.] “El plan espiritual de   Aztlán.” El grito del 15
Norte (Alburquerque, New Mexico), vol. II, no. 9 (July 6, 1969): 5.
 David Gonzales, Walls and Mirrors: Mexican Americans, Mexican Immigrants, and the politics of 16
identity, (Berkeley, University of California Press, 1995) 185. For a further discussion on the history 
and nature of   Aztlán, see Rudolfo Anaya, and Fransisco Lomeli (eds)   Aztlán: Essays on the Chi-
cano Homeland, (Albuquerque, El Norte Publications/University of New Mexico Press, 1991).
 Joan Moore, and Alfredo Cuellar, Mexican Americans, (Englewood Cliffs, NJ, Prentice Hall, 1970) 17
149.
 Manuel Gonzales, Mexicanos: A History of Mexicans in the United States, (2nd ed.), (1st ed,1999) 18
(Bloomington and Indianapolis, Indiana University Press, 2009, 224.
 The community of ideas, communities and cultures that collectively make up both the Chicano and 19
Raza concepts of identity.
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cano identity are intrinsically products of Mexican-American history and collective experi-
ence in the United States during the 20th century. 
The history of Mexican Americans and Chicanos was rarely studied by academic historians 
before the 1960s. Although there was a well-established local historical tradition that flour-
ished in Texas and New Mexico, it failed to connect with other histories from within the re-
gion. With the rise of the Social History Movement, the investigation of minorities became an 
area of focus for many writers engaging with regional narratives. This view was supported by 
academic writers such as Albert Camarillo, who contended that Mexican American history up 
to the end of the 20th century was primarily a local and communal history.  His view was 20
reinforced by anthropological and political science studies that originated in the nationally 
significant universities in the region.  Not only did this approach largely deny a voice to the 21
communities being studied, it also reinforced the ideological and cultural biases of the writ-
ers. According to the historian Antonia Rios-Bustamente, the production of history in the re-
gion had been built around ‘social decline’ models. This led to the production of history in 
the region falling within one of two opposing ideological frameworks.  On one side there 22
was a position that supported a greater accommodation and incorporation within the national 
psyche of the cultural diversity of the nation. This was countered by those who argued that 
Chicanos and Latinos needed to assimilate. These two positions were seen as being exclusive 
and total, and as a result went a large way to explaining the widespread lack of academic in-
terest in the region before the last decade of the 20th century. The accepted writ outside the 
Southwest was, as a result, a largely simplistic reading of its history and culture. This view 
held that as the movement had ended in Southern California, then it had also ended in the 
Southwest. This narrative tradition postulated the thesis that as Southwestern history was 
‘concluded’, it needed no further study, an approach that is firmly rejected in this paper. 
 Albert Camarillo, “Reflections on the Growth of Chicano’s History” in Voices of a New Chicano History, 20
Refugio I Rochiat and Dennis N. Valdez (eds), (East Lanning, Michigan, Michigan University Press, 2000)
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In the academic output of the 1980s and 1990s, the Southern California school of historiogra-
phy constructed its own origination of social struggle thesis. In doing so, they ignored the di-
visions still existing amongst the Hispanic peoples and their very different histories and tradi-
tions within New Mexico and Texas. In essence, they had replaced the Anglos and Hispanos 
with their own cultural primacy embedded in the myth of   Aztlán and the Chicano. In this 
world view, even Mexico had its origins in the Southwest, and that Southwest was Chicano. 
This trend was countered by the work of anthropological historians who studied the devel-
opment and history of cultures rather than events. George I Sanchez and Jorge Castañeda, as 
early as 1932, challenged the hierarchy of race with a nativist approach that they termed indi-
genismo.  The nativism propounded by Sanchez, Castañeda and much of Mexican political 23
and academic production was ostensibly a way of establishing themselves as belonging to 
their country and its territory. Via their discourse construction, they articulated a strategy for 
combatting the illegal-aliens thesis pursued by Anglo opponents of a Mexican-American 
presence in North America. Rooted in the indigenism of the Mexican Revolution, they graft-
ed European colonial culture onto the native cultures of the region. Rather than produce a 
model of inclusion, indigenism was an attempt to legitimize the colonial past so as to pre-
serve the existing social order through a violent and difficult revolutionary process. What 
emerged from these efforts was to give expression to the mestizo ideology upon which later 
Southwestern activists and historians built their political and cultural agenda and, more im-
portantly, their identity.   24
Historian David Gutierrez wrote extensively on the emergence of this regional historiogra-
phy. Acknowledging the prevalence of the ‘social decline’ model, he argued that historians 
historically sought to explain the struggle for identity and empowerment within cultural terms 
by the promotion of a development model.  This development model was born of factors 25
wholly internal to the region, and over time created an alternate discourse to that adhered to 
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in studies conducted outside the region. Guttierez further contended that the first waves of 
PhDs from the 1980s were written by people who had previously been Chicano activists. 
These activist-scholars brought their passion, their regrets and their hopes to the discipline 
and to their research. Thus, they formed the historiography that following generations of PhD 
graduates and students, whose supervision by this first wave gave voice to a model conducive 
to cultural and political development within an established narrative.  It also ensured that the 26
biases and predisposition of its authors became, over time, accepted as canon. 
Amongst the scholars of an American ‘Hispanic’ history, the delineation between Hispanic 
and Chicano is as much a result of omission as it is of demarcation. Originating in the schol-
arship of H.E. Bolton, whose positivist image of Spanish colonialism owed much of its ideol-
ogy to the concept of ‘manifest destiny’, this approach had proven fertile ground for writers 
working in local history within the Southwest. Writers such as Professor John L Kessels of 
the University of New Mexico exemplified this approach, whilst maintaining a colonialist 
historiography grounded in the New Mexican narrative. He had long argued that Spanish set-
tlement was part of a process that created a shared (and thus unique) approach to societal de-
velopment in the Southwest.  Professor Kessel’s prolific and popular output at the University 27
of New Mexico ensured that his was the dominant academic discourse proposed in that state. 
However, the permeable nature of populations in a region defined by migration, both from 
outside itself and within, both challenged this understanding and transformed its engagement 
with emergent constructions of identity.  
 Ibid. 248-249.26
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This unique identity and history of Hispanics (or Hispanos in Spanish) was itself a product of 
the highly insular nature of New Mexican society and history. The field of Hispanic Studies, 
placing itself within the sphere of Borderland studies and Western studies, opened up whole 
new vistas of understanding. To a large extent, Hispanic Studies retreated into community 
history projects, and remains rarely invoked in academic discourse. This was as much a con-
sequence of having to compete with Mexican American and Native American Studies in con-
structing a regional historiography, as it was a result of its highly specific regionalized pres-
ence and scope. The influence of Hispanic Studies upon the politics and culture of the region 
is indisputable. Yet, increasingly, Hispanic voices found themselves playing the part of the bit 
player in a larger drama. Phillip B. Gonzales of the University of New Mexico compiled one 
of the few studies on the place of creativity and memory in creating a Nuevomexicano identi-
ty, and repeatedly returns to the conservative nature of the (New Mexican) Hispanic identity. 
This identity, rooted in a religious conservatism that distrusted change, also saw itself as a 
community under threat to the rising influence of Mexican-American culture, as it does by 
assimilation into the Anglo. Art and theater had, historically, been used by New Mexican so-
ciety to reinforce the power of the church and identity of New Mexico as distinct from Mexi-
co to the South and the expanding Anglo-America that surrounds it, rather than the articula-
tion of a political and cultural agenda.  As much as Professor Kessel’s approach served the 28
Hispanic history favored in New Mexico, it also removed the Mexican experience from the 
historical narrative. It is not so much that this historiography saw Mexican-Americans as a 
distinct group in New Mexico, but more that it simply ignored them. Mexicans are not ‘His-
panic’ in the New Mexico of Professor Kessel’s scholarship. With the activist nature of the 
scholarship, the demands of personal interest and history blinded many academics to the re-
gional nature of Southwestern identity, other than as a passing reference. It was in the realm 
of the artist, the actor and the writer that new possibilities could be explored from which a 
multi-layered construction and understanding of identity manifested, and gave expression to 
the third space of the borderlands and its peoples.  
 Phillip B. Gonzales (ed), Expressing New Mexico: Nuevomexicano Creativity, Ritual and Memory, (Tucson, 28
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Marcos Martinez, in his 2007 essay on the history of the Teatro Alburquerque, pointed out 
that it was necessary to create a language of theater for ‘Hispanics’, as much as it was to cre-
ate a representative theater of protest.  This double take on the need to address the cultural 29
deficit of New Mexican society went a long way towards explaining why the political tradi-
tions born of the civil rights era clashed with the religiously conservative views in North New 
Mexican society. With no tradition of theatrical and artistic protest, the conservative elements 
of New Mexican Hispanos had not engaged in the same political discussions that Chicanos 
had been engaged in for nearly 20 years. This situation necessitated a period of community 
building, the challenge of which was taken up and met by the work of Joe Rodriguez and his 
company. What emerged from this convergence was a societal conversation born in the the-
ater that spoke to the needs of the region and its peoples. In 1983, Jose Rodriguez, the found-
ing director of La Compañia de Teatro de Alburquerque, observed that “We grew from the 
community...people from different educational and social structures...who were many times 
very angry. But not with us...I believe as a man, as a Christian, that people must work in har-
mony to be forgiven.”  The role of the spiritual dimension in political discourse must not be 30
discounted in the Latino context. This spiritual dimension, when utilized by the artist, created 
a transformation of the Hispanic and Latina political and social identity that articulated the 
political yearnings of an oppressed, and at times divided, community. 
The place of art as a medium of protest in a society such as New Mexico’s saw vocal stake-
holders defending increasingly limited yet hard fought battles as Hispanic identity began to 
be challenged by its encounters with Chicano and Mexican-American identity. These chal-
lenges included the growing influence of feminism and post-colonial studies  This defen31 -
siveness in the face of change is rarely represented in the literature, as it did not play into the 
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assimilation thesis of the social decline model promulgated in the national Latino Studies dis-
course. The social decline model argued that Anglo-American culture was so attractive and 
encompassing that success in the United States was attendant upon assimilation. In the 
Southwest, this pattern was complicated by the borderlands identity that was, and remains, 
represented by intertextuality, that is, by an ability born of necessity to code-switch between 
cultures. Academics such as Maria Josefina Saldana-Portillo increasingly focused their atten-
tion on viewing minority struggles for empowerment within an intertextual framework. Such 
an approach gave rise to the view that Mexican-Americans and Hispanos engaged in identity 
formation within the capitalist narratives of liberation and development, producing an identi-
ty framed in hybridity. This hybridity challenged the residual colonial nature of New Mexican 
society that found itself replicated in the social attitudes and perspectives of Hispanos against 
their Mexican-American neighbors.   32
Sociologists and historians such as Katherine Benton-Cohen studying the place of race and 
political division in Arizona have long argued that the racial stigmatization of Mexican Amer-
icans is linked to economic conditions in the United States.  Using this model, the cycle of 33
boom and bust political fortunes was constructed as being a product of supply and demand 
capitalism. The economic state of the nation was linked, in her thesis, to the acceptance and 
accommodation of Mexican Americans within the national identity. Although this line of 
analysis could prove useful, it essentially forces the researcher to rely on a development 
model rather than a cultural history model. As such, it simply fails to account for the diverse 
nature of the non-Anglo population of the region, and the acts of creative resistance they en-
gaged in, beginning with the first flowering of the Chicano Art Movement in Los Angeles 
during the late 1960s. Whilst acknowledging the nature of class, the focus of this thesis will 
be in keeping with a cultural model of analysis. This approach allows for the differences in 
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the socio-political topography across the region, without becoming overwhelmed by class 
analysis, a commonly used methodology within Southwestern Studies.   34
The study of the Southwest has largely utilized a positivist-liberal cultural model in its con-
struction of a narrative and its attendant analysis. Historians such as Mary Montaño, Carlos 
Francisco Jackson, and the political scientist, F. Chris Garcia established this orientation, fol-
lowing the work of Americo Paredes.  As late as 2009, Cynthia E Orozco’s study on the 35
Mexican civil rights movement in Texas noted the importance of such a discourse bias to the 
rise of Mexican American struggles for civil rights in Texas. This bias was as much a result of 
labor and Marxist class analysis being unpopular in the regional academy, as it was a Texan 
historic antipathy to labor theory.  In Orozco’s analysis, the formation of a middle class was 36
seen as essential to the struggle for civil rights empowerment, and was attendant to the 
growth of a bourgeois class who could then become the vanguard and definers of political 
success in the region. This construction of a middle-class ideology remains essential to un-
derstanding the Texas approach to the civil rights struggle. Yet, it was not the only path to 
equality taken by many in the Southwest. Historians, including Professor David Montejano 
and folklorist Americo Paredes, have contended that class formation in the region was linked 
to the post-World War Two impact of waves of returning veterans who became empowered 
through education, housing and health benefits from their military service. This led to the rise 
of veteran organizations that allowed a generation to raise their children with greater aspira-
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tions than they had inherited at the end of the Great Depression.  They exhorted that the pol37 -
itics of resistance needed to be a politics of dialogue and inclusion.  This approach was ex38 -
tended by scholars such as Arnoldo de Leon, Richard Garcia, Mario Garcia and Guadalupe 
San Miguel Jnr who argued that the forces for such change could be seen much earlier, going 
back to the 1920s and 1930s pre-War politics.  These factors notwithstanding, the role of 39
class and power cannot be ignored in the understanding of the political aspect to the South-
western Raza Art Movement. 
The challenge of any study of the relationship of theater and art within the cultural orbit of 
any group is that it cannot be reduced to a simple cause and effect relationship. When ap-
proaching an emerging demographic, the study of the forces that politicize and alienate sec-
tors within it can prove instructive in understanding the forces that both impede and nurture 
the creation of a coherent and, above all, cohesive political culture. To that end, artistic prod-
uct becomes both subject and object. It is a subject in that it becomes an expression of a par-
ticular historical, cultural, spiritual and political experience. The artistic product is an object 
in that it becomes an agent for initiating further dialogue with its audience. This dialogue 
proved essential in grafting the diverse histories and identities of the many peoples of the re-
gion into a coherent whole. These issues seem abstract when looked at from the Southern 
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Californian context, yet when one moves to the Central and Eastern Southwest they become 
impossible to avoid. 
Alicia Gaspar de Alba, a noted artist, art critic and art historian, acknowledged that there are 
historical divisions within the Southwestern Latino population that have delayed a unitary 
approach across the region. The divisions within the New Mexican Hispanic community and 
the states’ Mexican-American Chicano populations have proven particularly elusive to the 
outside observer. In “Literary Wetback”, de Alba acknowledged the divisions within the His-
panos and Chicano populations, when she wrote, “Mexican-Americans...dark coloring de-
nounced them as ignorant...since our [Coloradan Hispanic] ancestors were made in Madrid, 
our fair coloring made us better than common Mexicans...our superiority over that low breed 
of people would always be clear.”  This attitude cannot be understood by an examination of 40
an entrenched elite’s attempts to maintain their social position after Anglo-American ascen-
dancy in the region challenged their privileged position. Nor can it be constructed as being a 
product of social and religious conservatism. Rather, it is expressive of the long historical 
journey that these families had made from the first Conquistador Kingdom of Nuevomexico 
to the resurgent political fortunes in modern New Mexico. This resurgent dynamic demanded 
a more critical reading of Spanish history in the region than hitherto had dominated the realm 
of the Coloradan Hispanic history of Nuevomexicanos, Californosos and Tejanos.  
The social and political ferment of the 1970s gave rise to activist-artists who produced the 
first wave of artist-scholars as they entered academia. These artist-scholars taught the second 
wave, who were also exposed to Chicano, Feminist, and Queer Theory. By the 1980s, young 
academics such as Alicia Gaspar de Alba, Chela Sandoval and Sandra Cisneros were ready 
to, or had already, become politicized, initiating a period of intense activity by Feminists and 
Queers of Color. In an interview in 2012, de Alba acknowledged that her time at the Univer-
sity of New Mexico was spent “decolonizing my mind through poetry and fiction.”  This 41
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decolonialization included addressing issues of gender, as much as it did of the politics of 
ethnicity. Much as the University of New Mexico Theater Studies program was influenced by 
the United Farm Workers Theater of Protest and the philosophy of Cesar Chavez, including 
the leftist philosophy of theater popular in RADA during the 1950s; its art and literature pro-
grams were influenced by the literary and theatrical output of the Chicano movement. Theater 
in Southern California remained largely dominated by men during the 1970s yet, under the 
influence of Jose Rodriguez, New Mexico challenged this model by promoting women writ-
ers, actors and support staff. For many Chicanas, the world of the plastic arts was a very dif-
ferent arena. A generation of artists, many of them women, created atelier communities of 
connection and transformation.  
In 1991, the University of New Mexico and New Mexican Museum of Art commissioned an 
art exhibition “Chicano Art; Resistance and Affirmation, 1965-1985” (CARA) which proved 
a seminal moment in the use of art in creating a regional, historical and political voice that 
addressed issues relating to gender, as well as the civil rights struggles.  This exhibition 42
challenged the gendered artistic and political struggles of the Chicano movement. What it 
also highlighted was that a generation of artists and scholars had been exposed to theatrical 
and artistic traditions that had politically transformed their culture in profound ways. By way 
of example, a young Alicia Gaspar de Alba, visiting the exhibition after completing her doc-
toral dissertation, wrote in the exhibition’s guest book, “Thanks to this most powerful, most 
stimulating, most prideful exhibit, I have gotten motivated to research more deeply into Chi-
cana art...This show has moved my own resistance and affirmation.”  From there, she be43 -
came energized, as did so many of her generation, by the writings of Gloria Anzaldúa  As 44
much as it was for scholars such as Gaspar de Alba, the role of art in framing a spiritual aes-
thetic of both resistance and identity formation became a powerful agent of change both with-
in the Latino/a, and Chicana/o communities during the late 1960s and 1970s. 
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The ideological and academic transformation of the Hispanic and Mexicano Southwest dur-
ing the 1980s reoriented the focus of the early Chicano civil rights movement from the   
Aztlán separatist nationalist agenda into one that sought the rights the people it represented 
were entitled to in the constitution. This transformation was to be described by Gloria An-
zaldúa as Nepantla. Nepantla had long been used as a geographical place name in Mexico, 
referring to a space in-between two cities. According to Anzaldúa, Nepantla is a Nahuatl (an 
Uto-Aztec language) term for healer/shape-shifter. By taking old symbols, a Nepantla gives it 
new meaning, or new life so as to counter oppression, and change the direction of a person’s 
life. Nepantla had been earlier described by the Mexican anthropologist Miguel Leon-Portilla 
as a cultural response by the Aztec peoples to the cultural dislocation they experienced as 
they negotiated their inner Aztec world, with the external reality imposed by the Spanish 
hegemonic colonial culture. In so doing, they created an “in-between culture”, or a mestizo 
cultural paradigm,  one that Anzaldúa was to take up and move across the border into the 45
20th century experience of Mexican-Americans in the American Southwest. 
  
As an idea, Nepantla allowed for Mexican-American artists to utilize the politics of affinity 
they engaged in to transform their culture and its paradigms.  The politics that this gave rise 46
to caused what Chela Sandoval later termed an ‘oppositional consciousness’. This opposi-
tional consciousness was better able to recognize and accommodate diversity and difference, 
without ignoring culturally painful and often divisive issues such as gender equity, homopho-
bia and racism.  A shared process of identity formation manifested that sought to include 47
rather than exclude via its very hybridity, transforming not just the politics of the Chicano 
Movement, but the cultural politics of the region.  
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Theater and the plastic arts both sought to reach audiences to create a dialogue. They utilized 
different means, yet sought the same outcome. Pieces of art and dramatic performances are 
frequently referred to as ‘performance episodes’, which is a means of contextualizing them as 
political and cultural acts of defiance and agitation. The reactions to these performance 
episodes (whether theatrical or artistic) at times occluded the cultural process in the political 
drama of the times. However, by applying analysis methodologies, the 'static' of accepted his-
tory gives way to history as process. The transcultural evolution postulated above does not 
ignore the post-colonial setting of these ‘performances’. Rather, it accepts the arguments of 
Chicano activists in acknowledging the issues of colonialism in the identity politics of the 
region. Internal colonialism of the United States as a process was understood as early as 1983 
within the Chicano and Latino context, and acknowledged as an important feature of social 
and cultural politics in the Southwest during the period 1969-1991.  Within this cultural con48 -
text, the shared values of rasquachismo and comunidad served as tools of resistance, continu-
ity and change within the disparate communities of the Southwest. 
The issue of rasquachismo is an understood feature of audience dynamics in Chicano theater 
theory. However, as a force within the formation of political consciousness outside of region-
al discourse, it remains an acknowledged if unstudied feature of the regional cultural frame-
work. Often rasquachismo is explained as a folk aesthetic and assumed to be politically or 
culturally naive. Such dismissal is itself, naive at best. As Tomas Ybarra-Frausta explained, 
“The Rasquache inclination piles pattern upon pattern. The composite organization has a sort 
of wild abandon, yet is subtly controlled, with repetition, replications and oppositional orders 
of pattern and designs.”  This form is not realistic, but rather representative. Its use of codes 49
is built from an experience, whose archetypes and forms create dialogue from which hybridi-
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ty is given birth.  The Rasquache aesthetic certainly existed prior to the   Aztlán [Chicano] 50
movement, and continued to flourish even after its apparent failure in the late 1970s. It re-
mains an important factor in understanding the cultural politics of the region. As Tomas 
Mesa-Bains noted, rasquichismo gave rise during the 1980s to Domesticana, a Chicana femi-
nist form that represented resistance to the dominant culture, whether that be Anglo, or Chi-
cano, and rooted in a rasquache ethos.  Women might have been a silenced group before this 51
period, but via the production of art, they were able to articulate and advocate for their voices 
to be included and, more importantly, heard. Other variations of this form, are the tertulias, a 
form of village/Pueblo democracy amongst New Mexicans, and the pachuco gathering ful-
filled the same need for Texans. Whatever the name or the variations in form, they were 
methods for raising concerns relevant to their communities. Via debate and discussion, the 
community arrives at a commonly agreed position on an issue or cause. Each of these forms 
operates differently and displays a different approach to achieving consensus. What they 
share in common is that they demonstrated the importance of Raza group solidarity and dia-
logue within the Southwestern context. This is, in essence, the definition of comunidad, a lit-
tle spoken of, but important feature of Mexican-American society. 
An important idea in understanding the cultural and political nature of the Southwest is the 
concept of comunidad. Comunidad includes the “core cultural values as personalismo (i.e., 
interactional style of collaboration, connection and personalism) Familismo (familial loyalty), 
and respeto (respect for others).” The cultural dynamic expressed as comunidad, promotes 
the communal, the collective, the people, the family.  This concept is so much a feature of 52
identity that it rarely merits a mention in either the literature or discourse. Its essential 
premise is that as we exist as a collective, so our identities also include the collective. Such a 
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collective is as much in need of empowerment as the individuals from which it was formed. 
In fact, if the collective is not free, then the individual cannot be free. The concept of the 
mestiza does not negate the individual components in its construction. Indeed, it is essential 
to any understanding of the cultural dynamics at play in identity construction within the Raza 
identity. This is especially true in its more political iterations, the Chicana/o. The Chicana as 
mestiza “has a plural personality, and…operates in a pluralistic mode.”  By engaging in the 53
mestiza paradigm, Chicanas gain their freedom from both external and internal oppression. 
This process is both a literal and figurative crossing of the border between the private and 
public, between this culture, and that. This “El camino de la mestiza [the mestizo’s way] in-
cludes places of change and places of transition.”  As Chela Sandoval observed, this is a 54
“developed subjectivity capable of transformation and relocation”  – not as an individual, 55
free of responsibility to anyone but themselves, but as a community, a family, a people. 
The composite nature of Southwestern history and culture leads to communities interacting 
and merging. From this process, either the forces of division create a paradigm where ‘one 
must win over the other’ emerges, or the more organic blending, dialogue and marriage can 
occur. Each creates an aesthetic that provides a methodology of political empowerment. The 
nature of the paradigm that emerges is born as much of the participants’ nature, as it is of the 
socio-political environments from which they sprang. An essential premise of this thesis is 
that the art that is created (and this includes the theatrical output), when existing in a state of 
relative autonomy, has the opportunity to develop aspects of the sociological collective si-
lenced when engaged and focused upon an external other. Art responds to political pressures 
in a wide range of ways. At times, it accommodates and placates dominant forces, and at oth-
er times it seeks to define its own terms of settlement. The period from the late 1960s to the 
early 1980s was a time of turbulent and vibrant cultural and political turmoil that provided a 
unique opportunity from which new cultural forms emerged that influenced Chicano cultural 
 op.cit. Gloria Anzaldúa, (1987), 79; the ‘a’ ending on a word changes it into the feminine form.53
 ibid, 80.54
 op.cit Chela Sandoval, (1998), 359.55
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and political life.  This thesis contends that Mexican-American culture and politics are ex56 -
pressions of a collective totality, and rejects the concept that cultural expression is determined 
solely by economic and political forces. Rather, there is a correspondence between culture 
and historical events and places. Culture, for the purposes of this dissertation, is conceptual-
ized not as specific objects or traits, but as a constitutive social process.  In this model, cul57 -
ture constitutes a shared schema from which responses to and with the societies they operate 
within are framed. Anzaldúa recognized that individuals and cultures have ‘A Shadow Beast’, 
the part of oneself that refuses to conform. By confronting this Shadow Beast, one begins to 
develop la faculitad, agency.  This paradigm operates both on the collective level, a group 58
struggling for their rights, as much as it applies to the individual struggling for agency within 
the collective. For Anzaldúa, this process, difficult and challenging as it is, is best engaged 
through acts of creative resistance . Such resistance becomes part of the cultural capital of its 59
audience as they discover that the border has become born within themselves, through the 
artistic and creative encounter. The adaptability of cultures to the changing circumstances of a 
society in flux define the political agenda of groups within their shared society, as much as it 
frames the identity of individuals who negotiate the shared political landscape that is the poli-
ty they inhabit.  
Facing the Shadow Beast: A model of borderlands resistance. 
The processes of resistance and recasting the cultural politics of the Chicano Movement de-
veloped during the Chicano Movement period were outlined by theorist Chela Sandoval from 
the early 1980s. It was she, following the work of Gloria Anzaldúa, who articulated the 
 Juan Gomez-Quinones, ‘On Culture”, in Revista Chicano-Riqueno 5, no 2 (Spring) (Bloomington, Indianan 56
State University Press, 1977) 28-47; Luis Davila, “Otherness in Chicano Literature” in James. W. Wilkie, 
Michael C. Meyer, and Edna Manzon de Wilkie, (eds) Contemporary Mexico, (Berkeley, University of Califor-
nia Press, 1973) 556-563; Jose Limon, “Agringado Joking in Texas Mexican Society: Folklore and Differential 
Identity”, in New Scholar 6, (Berkeley, University of California Press, 1977) 51-80.
 Raymond Williams, Marxism and Literature, (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1977) 19; Armando Rendon, 57
Chicano Manifesto, (New York, Collier Books, 1971).
 Katie Acosta, Amigas y Amantes: Sexually Nonconforming Latinas Negotiate Family, (New Brunswick, Rut58 -
gers University Press, 2013) 59.
 Matthew Gutman, Changing Men and Masculinities in Latin America, (Durham, Duke University Press, 59
2003) 273.
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process of countering oppression as consisting of five social technologies. These strategies 
can occur sequentially or in concert, reflecting the social realities of their subjects as they re-
sist being framed as objects. The first of these technologies are semiotics; wherein the signs 
and codes by which a group or an individual construct meaning are decoded. The second of 
these technologies is deconstruction, that is, that a form (usually material, but can also be cul-
tural) is separated from its hegemonic meaning, and imbued or repurposed with a new or al-
ternate meaning. This leads to the third methodology, meta-ideologizing. This methodology 
consists of appropriation, transformation and utilizing of dominant ideological forms, and 
repurposing them in the struggle against oppression. The goal of this process, the fourth tech-
nology, is democratics. Democratics are not just embracing a principle, but the moral com-
mitment to equality, both internal to the individual and to their comunidad, or community, 
however this is defined. This leads to the final technology in this schema, differential move-
ment. This final stage is the ‘re-appropriation of space’ to impress and engage hegemonic and 
dominant powers. Here, the self, our constructed identity, transforms itself so as to survive, 
and flourish within the constraints it operates under – a necessary strategy when hegemonic 
power is arranged against the individual or their community.  These methodologies are inte60 -
gral to understanding the transformation in strategy and understanding of the nature of Chi-
cana/o and Mexicana/o identity, as it encountered demands for a feminist discourse during 
the 1970s and 1980s across the United States Southwest. 
When Chela Sandoval published her work Methodology of the Oppressed in 2000, this dense 
tome was received with much acclaim. Here was a trained sociologist who spoke in the lan-
guage of the academy. Here was a work that academics felt comfortable quoting, as its lan-
guage was affirming of their own self-defined identities. However, very few of these acade-
micians looked beyond the work to see where these ideas originated. Sandoval was a respect-
ed scholar and a skilled articulator of ideas. Yet, much as Gloria Anzaldúa, she was not born 
into academia. A working-class Chicana, Chela worked as a maid to pay for her PhD. She 
spent many years learning to speak ‘their’ language. Much as Anzaldúa gave the peoples of 
La Raza a new vocabulary born of their lived experience as Americans, Sandoval invited An-
glo-Americans to enter into an ongoing cultural conversation with their Mexican-American 
 Chela Sandoval, “Re-entering Cyber-space. Sciences of Resistance", in Dispositio/n (1994) 89.60
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neighbors. This was not a revolutionary text, replacing the work of Anzaldúa with something 
novel. It was, in truth, a continuation of the work of Anzaldúa and of the activists, artists, 
writers and playwrights who had all contributed in the evolution of a borderlands identity, 
with all its contradictions, blendings, and as yet unseen possibilities. 
Chapter One, will begin by outlining the cultural legacy of Mexico within the Southwest, and 
how this legacy informed the cultural production of what emerged as the Chicano Art Move-
ment.  
Chapter Two will outline the theoretical parameters of the thesis, and locate it within the Bor-
derlands and Southwestern discourses. This allows for an examination of the role of art and 
theater in the cultural production of the region, and how they developed as technologies of 
resistance and identity formation as understood by Southwestern and Borderlands discourse. 
Chapter Three examines the cultural politics of Southern California during the late 1960s. 
Although a major metropolis, its Mexican-American/Chicano population did not enjoy a de-
mographic majority. Economically and politically contained by hegemonic forces, they orga-
nized and engaged in a political and cultural program that galvanized the community during 
the 1970s. This chapter will examine two case studies that focus upon the production of the-
ater, and the atelier printing tradition. Teatro Campesino grew from the United Farmworkers 
Union Theater Project to full blown theatrical tradition under its impresario Luis Valdez. Suc-
cess as an agitprop theater company became subverted by a retreat into mysticism via its 
Theater of the Sphere project, leading it to lose its connection to the community, whether An-
glo or Raza.  This thesis will examine the early history of the company, and then focus in 61
detail upon Valdez’ work Bernabe. This play highlights the shortcomings of the classical Chi-
cano Movement period teatros, most especially as to its treatment of gender and sexual diver-
sity. An unstudied work, closer examination of its text reveals a work that offered its audi-
ences much, yet descended into the worst expressions of sexism and, even by the times, poor 
gender representation. Luis Valdez and Teatro Campesino provided a theater of spectacle that 
at times complemented the revolutionary politics that dominated the period 1968-1979, yet 
 Raza will be used to denote the collective formed by Hispanic, Mexicana/o, Californosos, and Chicana/o.61
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shared in the weaknesses that these same politics produced. Central and Southern California, 
with its connections to the Mexican Muralistas Movement, was able to draw upon an aesthet-
ic tradition that was profoundly revolutionary and activist.  The Muralista mural movement 62
provided inspiration for the poster art movement emerging in Los Angeles during the 1960s 
and 1970s by drawing from the Self Help Graphics archive, and the influence of the Mexican 
Revolution.  Their creation of a shared cultural language via image and theater helped iden63 -
tify not just the movement and its concerns through esthetic forms rooted in local circum-
stances, but also the emerging landscape of a Southwestern identity, predicated upon hybridi-
ty.  
Chapters Four and Five examine the historically insular and conservative New Mexico. In 
Chapter Four, the founding of La Compañia de teatro de Alburquerque, by academic Miguel 
Encinas and Puerto Rican born director Jose Rodriguez, as a bilingual theater company led to 
it becoming a major cultural force in the state. La Compañia established a tradition of theater 
firmly grounded in the El Siglo d’Oro (The Golden Age of Spanish Theater) which sought to 
inspire, preserve and unite (even if only briefly) Nuevomexicanos of all ethnic persuasions, 
and their shared culture.  Rodriguez achieved this not just by working within the system, but 64
also by an egalitarian ethos forged during his formative years. This experience, both before 
he entered the theater and during his time at the Royal Academy of Dramatic Arts under Sir 
John Gielgud’s tutelage, prepared him to return to Spanish theater in New York prior to his 
taking up the position as founding artistic director of a fledgling bilingual theater company, 
La Compañia de teatro de Alburquerque. La Compañia, under the auspices of the University 
 Bruce Campbell, Mexican Murals in Times of Crisis. (Tucson: The University of Arizona Press. 2003) 58; 62
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of New Mexico and the now defunct University of Albuquerque, created a very different 
model of political theater from that which had been found in the theatrical output of Teatro 
Campesino. The body of work he and the company created had a lasting influence in the cul-
tural politics of both New Mexico and Southwestern Texas, and challenges the place of 
teatros such as Teatro Campesino within the history of Mexican-American and Hispanic 
Theater in the United States.  
Despite its Hispanic cultural dominance, New Mexico’s internal divisions are reflective of the 
more conservative political culture of the Coloradan Hispanics, and their clash with the far 
more culturally fluid Mexican-American Spanish cultures in the south of the state. The offi-
cial Castilian Spanish agenda, an identity forged separately from the Mexican, is a defining 
feature of New Mexico. La Compañia, in effect, was free to define theater in New Mexico on 
its own terms. This theatrical tradition found resonance in neighboring Texas and provided a 
means for creating a community of dialogue that stands in contrast to the revolutionary the-
atrical model espoused by Teatro Campesino during its early phase. Chapter Four will con-
clude with an examination of the most successful play of the company’s history, Nuevo Mexi-
co. Si! 
Chapter Five continues the narrative from the first successful run of Nuevo Mexico Si! in 
1980. This was the year that Jose Rodriguez, began his long, slow exit from the company to 
become a priest in northern New Mexico. The legacy he left, although influential, was unable 
to stop the communal division and tensions that eventually led to the company’s demise. The 
company found that moving forward with a clear united vision was to be thwarted by two 
competing visions predicated upon long-simmering divisions in the state concerning the na-
ture of New Mexican identity. Rather than continue the wider pan-Latinidad view favored by 
Rodriguez and Encinas, the company became hostage to the state’s identity politics. This di-
minishment of the company’s vision was attendant with La Compañia’s retreat from a pure 
bilingual theater, a crisis of vision that led to the departure of its artistic director Marcos Mar-
tinez in 1991. 
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Chapter Six examines the artistic output of El Paso in southern Texas. El Paso, a large and 
influential border city, exerts a cultural influence in Chihuahua, Mexico, Southern New Mex-
ico and the south west of Texas, a community whose location upon the international border 
with Mexico provides an illuminating window on identity production in a borderlands con-
text. El Paso’s identity is forged within a cultural economy that confounds traditional con-
structions of the nation-state to present itself as a trans-border community, existing in contrast 
to other communities across the Southwest. This chapter will focus primarily upon the art and 
mural production within El Paso and its inner city neighborhood of El Segundo Barrio during 
the 1970s and 1980s. This community, located next to, and contiguous with, the border fence 
with Mexico, is framed by two access points between the two nations. As such, it provides a 
useful study in borderlands cultural and political production. El Paso also exists in a close 
and dynamic relationship with Ciudad Juarez in Mexico. Both El Paso and Ciudad Juarez de-
fine themselves as much against their own national locations, as they do against each other. 
This dynamic, framed by the Chihuahuan desert and a shared historical experience, is always 
framed by the demographic dominance of the Mexican-American community in El Paso, a 
community that is as profoundly Chihuahuan, Mexican, as it is proudly American.  
The final chapter examines the work of Gloria Anzaldúa, with a focus on her 1987 work, 
Borderlands/La Frontera as a political text. It places her within the cultural setting from 
which her work distilled and refined the cultural politics of the region towards a new model 
of activism predicated upon acts of creative resistance; all the while, negotiating the central 
issue of identity within the Southwest whilst balancing the demands of locally framed identi-
ties within a regional cultural and political profile. This creates a third space that becomes 
Gloria Anzaldúa’s, la Frontera/the borderlands. 
This thesis seeks to contextualize not just each of the individual episodes, but acknowledges 
the large body of literature that locates cultural production within the metropoles of Southern 
California and San Antonio. Southern California is useful in the context of this study, as it 
was a political epicenter for the early period of the Chicano Art Movement. Such focus also 
seeks to demonstrate strategies of success that manifested across the region during the 1970s 
and 1980s. The study of La Compañia within this thesis is the first major study of this com-
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pany and its artistic production outside of one chapter of apologetics produced by Marcos 
Martinez in the text Expressing New Mexico. It thus represents a major contribution to the 
history of a company that has been unstudied in the academy to date. Although the mural 
production of El Paso has become a topic of study in recent years, the period of the 1970s and 
1980s has been forgotten as a topic of study since 1991. What emerges from a fuller examina-
tion of the El Paso Mural Movement is one that, like the Chicano Mural Movement, engaged 
in community development and empowerment during the creative process. It was, important-
ly, also a movement that was supported and nurtured by the El Paso Museum of Art and the 
University of Texas El Paso (UTEP). This museum, with its stable of artists and provision of 
training and support, was crucial to the creation and preservation of a vibrant mural art 
movement for whom the border was, and remains, an ever-present reality. 
The yearnings born of increasing convergence in political agendas, created stresses that could 
have divided Chicanismo.  Yet, it was to create from the diverse voices across the Southwest 65
an articulation of identity that was firmly embedded in hybridity, and the accommodation of 
diversity in a shared cultural framework. The idea of La Raza, or The People, was one forged 
from this crisis. It avoided the differences between the various communities that constituted 
it, whilst emphasizing their unity, creating a third-space identity rooted in hybridity and toler-
ant of diversity, which was to find its ultimate expression in the work of a Tejana lesbian 
scholar living in San Francisco during the 1980s and 1990s. She, like the artists, writers and 
playwrights included in her circle, sought to articulate what it meant to be a citizen living in 
the borderlands, both inner and outer. In so doing, she became an important transition point in 
the long struggle for rights and inclusion by the emerging Raza peoples in the Southwest. In-
deed, she articulated the essence of what it means to be La Frontera. 
 Chicanismo is the romanticized ideology behind the Chicano movement. It is an ideology based on a number 65
of important factors that helped shape social and collective identity in order to fight for the liberties of Mexican-
Americans. Juan Gómez-Quiñones, Chicano Politics: Reality and Promise, 1940-1990. (Albuquerque: Universi-
ty of New Mexico, 1990) 33
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Chapter Three: Southern California, 1968-1989: Art, the-
ater, and the politics of community.  
‘Within the individual Chicano mind, the image of the Southwest is in the lost literal sense a 
picture of a particular barrio street, of a specific rural adobe...or any number of other sensory 
perceptions that are peculiar to the Chicano’s Southwest.’ 
John R. Chavez  1
“I learned to make my mind large, as the universe is large, so that there is room for paradox-
es.”  
Maxine Hong Kingston  2
This chapter will examine the Chicano Art Movement’s artistic and theatrical production 
within Los Angeles and southern California, via two artistic modes of cultural production: 
theater and poster art. These two case studies are illustrative of the formative forces in Raza 
identity-politics that came to the fore in California during the period 1968-1989, the dynam-
ics giving rise to a visual language that engaged in a struggle to establish a relationship with 
the cultural language of two ethnicities and communities within central and southern Califor-
nia.  The theatrical contribution of Teatro Campesino, and the atelier tradition of poster and 3
printing that flourished during this time galvanized and framed the Chicano rights agenda. It 
also, more importantly, created a societal conversation from which the hopes, aspirations and, 
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at times, the disappointments of the Chicano and Raza populations of Los Angeles, Delano, 
and San Bernadino were expressed, shared and given form.  
The Mexican Muralista Movement and its use of the atelier tradition, a form of guild struc-
ture, preserved cultural continuity, whilst empowering change for Mexican-Americans who 
felt they had been denied a place in the hegemonic narrative of the United States. Just as the 
Mural Movement defined Mexican and Chicano identity, the poster art movement in Los An-
geles provided a dynamic counterpoint to monumental art that reached beyond the confines 
of the barrios of Los Angeles. By drawing from the Self Help Graphics archive, the influence 
of the Mexican Revolutionary poster artist Miguel Posada (see figure 4) with his use of a 
rasquache style gave a visual language that appealed to and fostered political and cultural 
aims beyond mere entertainment and diversion.  They created a common visual code, which 4
helped identify not just the movement and its concerns, but also a regional Mexican-Ameri-
can cultural aesthetic. The artists and playwrights of this period did not, however, play upon a 
virgin canvas. The United States has a long history of engaging with and resisting alternate 
histories so as to preserve established myths. If they were to succeed in their political and cul-
tural agenda, Mexican-Americans had to overcome religious and cultural prejudices in a na-
tion that was largely unaware of the culture, history and people of the American Southwest. 
The myth of Anglo-American identity has always been challenged by the persistent presence 
of the Hispanic world to its south, as well as by the continuous presence of the surviving Na-
tive American populations. After 1832, Mexicans and Hispanics were overnight transported 
from the nation of their birth, into the orbit of a culturally aggressive and expanding nation. 
The resulting stigmatization of these Hispanic and Chicano populations of the US Southwest 
was rooted in the Leyendra Negra or the ‘Black Legend’ of the ‘lazy and shifty Spaniard’. 
The viewing of the Hispanic population as being essentially outside of American society and 
values led to not just stigmatization, but at times violence and exclusion. Despite this pattern, 
Chicanos and Hispanics became politically and culturally empowered during the late 20th 
century due to a combination of demographic gains and civil rights struggles that began dur-
 Bolton Coburn and Margarita Nieto, Across the street; Self-Help Graphics and Chicano art in Los Angeles, 4
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ing the 1960s.  Central to this empowerment process was the use of imagery that both ap5 -
pealed to Anglo-Americans and defined Mexican-American identity within the cultural melt-
ing pot of the United States. The Chicano Art Movement was central to the emerging strategy 
of resistance and adaptation that remains one of the most important contributions to modern 
Unites States’ society from this vibrant and at times turbulent period.  
The 1970s in Southern California proved to be a period of great social transformation. De-
mographic changes were beginning to empower Californians of Mexican and Mexican-
American origin. In 1961, 9.1% of the state’s population was identified as “Spanish” with 
20% of that cohort being foreign born; this had grown to 10.8% by 1970, of whom 22% were 
foreign born. In 1980, this had grown to 19.2%, of which 37% were born outside the United 
States. By 1990, 24.4% of the state’s population were classified as “Hispanic” in the census, 
of which 45% were born outside the United States.  These changes influenced cultural and 6
ideological transformation facilitated by the impact of a powerful and nuanced visual aesthet-
ics, whose origins might have been in the atelier studios of Los Angeles, yet were to colonize 
the visual vocabulary of the region. Given the sparse populations in much of the American 
Southwest, and the very large concentrations in Southern California and Southern Texas, 
these centers came to represent a significant political force within the region. This influence 
was not, however, translated into political power until the close of the 20th century. And this 
only came after a period of resistance and creativity had transformed, not just the politics of 
the region, but the very notion of identity itself.  
For the first 70 years of its existence, the United States’ experience of Hispanic culture was, 
to a large extent, relegated into the realm of foreign affairs. However, with the absorption of 
northern Mexico after the Mexican-American War of 1846-1848, the tensions rooted in in-
 Angel R. Oquendo, Re-Imagining the Latino/a Race, (12 Harvard Black Letter L.J. 1995) 93, 96 -97. The term 5
Chicano/a is used for those Americans who originated in Mexico after the war of 1846 - 1848. Hispanos or His-
panic is the term preferred by those Americans of Spanish descent who occupied the Southwest prior to this war. 
Latina/o is a term commonly used by Anglo-Americans in describing those Americans with Spanish and Por-
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ternational rivalry were suddenly made domestic. People who had considered themselves 
Spanish or Mexican, suddenly found themselves redefining themselves as ‘American’. The 
America of the late 19th and early 20th century retreated from this challenge to embraced the 
old poison of race.  The United States of America is predicated upon the idea of the equality 7
of all citizens. Yet, this premise runs counter to a highly racialized world view evident for the 
majority of its history.  The construction of history in the United States was not an outward 8
looking one, but rather an inward and insular approach to its identity-formation. Mexican-
American, Tejano and Hispanic attempts to gain political and cultural equality were coun-
tered by Anglo elites who failed to understand the unique cultural and historical landscape of 
the region. Their religion, language and culture were seen as incompatible with an American 
citizenship and nationality that still clung to sectarian differences from another age. Unlike 
their Anglo-American compatriots, Mexican-Americans saw these differences as being an 
essential part of the strength of the ‘American Dream’. Two visions competing for a defini-
tion of what it was to be American: one which saw culture as a pillar of the nation-state, and 
the other that saw the nation as a community of cultures, united in a common purpose. For 
those who saw culture as being an expression of the nation, Mexican-Americans were (and 
remain) a race apart and, as such, they could never become part of the American we.  If a way 9
forward was to be found, then a shared language and imagery needed to be found, from 
which unity through diversity could become part of the political language of America.  What 10
was needed was dialogue, something that was lacking for much of the 19th and 20th cen-
turies, and it was to find its expression in the art-studios of Los Angeles during the 1960s and 
1970s. 
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As the politics of institutional patronage, giving rise to increasing pressures to cut endow-
ment budgets, clashed with the needs of individual artistic expression, it became a topic of 
study as to the nature of Chicano art and political activism. A 1980 essay by Pedro Ro-
driguez, positioned what was defining itself as Chicano art as a product of its ‘radical 
origins’. In this essay, he postulated that art created by Mexican-American artists did not tru-
ly represent Mexican-American “identity, our culture, or our racial, economic and political 
conditions.”  His main complaint was that success was reserved for a few, whilst the great 11
mass of Mexican-Americans lived in poverty and subject to discrimination from societal con-
cerns around immigration. This position was countered by Shifra Goldman, who argued that 
Mexican-American artists could and should retain a specific cultural style, whilst avoiding 
‘superficial novelty’, and in so doing, they became Chicano artists. What defined Chicano art 
for Goldman, and as a result defined what it meant to be a Chicano, was its historical 
predilection for reformist politics and cultural nationalism.  During a conference held the 12
following year to coincide with a major museum exhibition of Chicano Folk Art in Los Ange-
les, Goldman posited that Chicano artists should enter the “mainstream as competitive pro-
fessionals, perhaps shedding in the process their cultural identity and political militance?” 
One of the muralists at the exhibition countered, that for her, changes in her work and socio-
political attitudes should not be construed as an abandonment of the Chicano cause, but rather 
a sign of its evolution.  13
During the 1970s, many Chicanas had increasingly become disenchanted with their treatment 
and role within the movement.  As early as 1971, Chicana feminists were beginning to ex14 -
press their desire to assume a greater role within the movement, as well as engage with a cul-
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turally relevant and sensitive feminism.  Writers such as Gema Matsuda demanded that 15
women “no longer want to be the silent partner of all the movements.”  She was not a lone 16
voice, as student groups and Chicanas formed a community involvement model of activism 
within local communities that allowed women to overcome both their stigmatization and dis-
empowerment as Chicanas and as women.  These concerns struggled to find a coherent ex17 -
pression until the literary movement centered around a Tejana lesbian, Gloria Anzaldúa, in 
1987 transformed the nature of what it meant to be Mexican-American, Hispanic or Chicana. 
Sandra Soto, in her 2010 study, wrote that “a growing dissatisfaction over 25 years…has mo-
tivated women of color….and generated some of the most enabling, and robust scholarship.” 
First amongst this ‘notable scholarship” was the 1981 anthology edited by Cherrie Moraga 
and Gloria Anzaldúa, The Bridge Called My Back.  Soto notes, that this anthology incorpo18 -
rated post-colonial studies, gender studies, and African-American studies, as well as the 
emerging field of Queer studies. Maylei Blackwell, in her 2015 study, on the history of Hijas 
de Cuauhtémoc, that, “One of the most limiting consequences of the dominant narrative… is 
that it obscures the multiple forms of feminism, the diversity of struggles from which they 
emerge, and the breadth of agendas they produced.”  In this she rejects the assertion that 19
Chicana feminism was a late reaction to patriarchal oppression within the closing years of the 
Chicano movement, and argues that it was present from its earliest period, countering the 
myth that feminism was an attempt to subvert the movement by importing an agenda that was 
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alien to Chicano culture and discourse. As she stated, “Despite the critique….that asserted 
that feminism was part of the dominant culture’s attempt to divide the moment, a specifically 
Chicana agenda, and ideologically diverse forms of Chicana feminism were created from 
within the ranks of the Chicano movement.”  By using a combination of archival sources 20
and oral histories, she produced a text that interrogates the politics of historiography, serving, 
in her own words, as “a basis for theorizing and producing new forms of feminist knowledge 
and epistemology.”  As such, the Chicana feminist tradition born of its diverse origins is one 21
that was framed as much by a need to preserve the cultural legacy and dynamics of Mexican-
Americans, as it was in engaging in ideological framing of the nature of the movement. As 
Alma Garcia posited, “one source of ideological disagreement between Chicana feminism 
and cultural nationalist ideology, was cultural survival. This was often given form as opposi-
tion to the redefining of gender roles within the moment.”  This thesis acknowledges the di22 -
verse and transnational nature of both the feminist and cultural nature of the Chicano Civil 
Rights, Feminist, and Art Movements, areas of intersection that deserve deeper study, that 
fall, however, outside the remit of this dissertation.  
It is a matter of note that the Queer experience of Sisneros, Moraga, Gaspar de Alba, and a 
whole generation of lesbian writers, artists and scholars, all spoke of their inspiration and in-
sight, drawn from the literary output, their friendship, and sisterhood with and of Gloria 
Evangelina Anzaldúa. What united all these women was that “culture itself has taken on an 
emancipatory function, as opposed to various forms of oppression.”  The work of Anzaldúa 23
and Cherrie Moraga continue to resonate in the scholarship of later Chicana feminists. 
Blackwell, in her 2015 study examining the history of the early Chicana feminist movement, 
noted that, “Despite the fact that feminists acknowledge that the 1981 publication of ‘This 
Bridge Called My Back’,… marks a shift in feminist consciousness, feminist historians have 
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begun to write their….narrative.”  They do this by acknowledging that they are a collection 24
of movements operating within the intersectionality of race, gender and class. This is a 
premise that this dissertation does not refute. It does hold, however, that the cultural method-
ology of Anzaldúa’s work did “not simply respond to the colonial logic of mestizaje through 
the familiar Hegelian dialectic.”  Rather it responded by resolving the structuralist colonial25 -
ist binary, by its embrace of plurality and complexity, as well as its use of ambiguity. As Iris 
Ruiz noted, Anzaldúa challenged the methodologies of oppression and exclusion generated 
by internalized colonialist discourse “by recognizing our interconnectedness to other peoples, 
and to non-human beings and objects.”  This was only possible through acts of creativity 26
that transcended the mere political. 
Within Mexican-American, and Chicano Studies, hybridity and mestizaje are concepts that 
elicit much comment but little explanation beyond the historical narrative of their develop-
ment. This study accepts the importance of each, and sees them as interconnected ideas. The 
role of mestizaje as a tool of identity formation within the Mexican state was one that saw it 
take elements from Mexican folk and indigenous traditions and cultures, and include them 
into the national aesthetic palette. In the process, it failed to challenge power elites, and pre-
served the power structures as the nation moved from a colonial to independence. In essence, 
it created unity without creating equality. For the Chicano, existing as they do in the United 
States, mestizaje represented a strategy as “a reliance upon creolization and border-crossing, 
as both technique and metaphor for aesthetic expression.”  They do this via identity forma27 -
tion “made/cut of singularities, please, moments, languages, passions.”  Anzaldúa recog28 -
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nized this when she described mestiza consciousness as being a space born of “The desire to 
center, to fuse, to originate.”  In so doing, she followed a long tradition of Mexican-Ameri29 -
cans establishing a Third Space within their liminal experience, both as a means of cultural 
survival and as adapting to a rapidly changing world.  Attempts to define it as ‘pan-Mexican’ 30
ignore the borderland context and uniqueness of the Mexican-American narrative. “The in-
digenous terms and figurations have filtered through the Spanish language cultural text; the 
code-switching reveals the fissures and hybridity of the various incomplete imperialist/neo-
colonial projects.”  31
The most tactile expression of Mexican-American hybridity is the creole language used in its 
articulation – a blend of English, Spanish and street slang, interlaced with Native American 
patois. It allowed not just Anzaldúa, but also women in the barrios of the American South-
west to challenge not just hegemonic power but gender oppression within their communities. 
This dialect, called call, became through the writing of women, many of them lesbian, a vehi-
cle of emancipation. It was both a product of liminal lives, and a means of resistance to polit-
ical sexual, and gender oppression.  As Gustavo Perez-Firmat noted, the liminality experi32 -
enced by Mexican-Americans was not a transition, or a passing phase, “but a state in itself.” 
For those who live in the borderlands, “the ‘liminal’ moment, turns into a permanent condi-
tion”  from which their hybridity gives birth to an identity framed in mestizaje. 33
Feminist Chicana art remained profoundly political and decidedly Chicano in its outlook and 
its discourse.  An interested literary and artistic world increasingly took note and supported 34
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the work of Chicanas in fighting both the stigmatized world view they lived within and the 
patriarchal oppression many labored under in their domestic lives, even if they did not always 
understand the subtext inherent in the work produced. In the Chicano context, imagery and 
symbolism matter. This use of imagery went on to articulate yearnings for inclusion. To suc-
ceed, there needed to be an understanding of its forms and intent by its audiences. Further, 
there needed to be created a shared cultural aesthetic, one that created diversity within inclu-
sion, rather than the dominant national discourse at the time, of inclusion without [approved] 
diversity. 
The discourse of alterity, or a sense of otherness, lies at the heart of the Chicano political 
struggle for empowerment and equality, as well as a root cause for the stigmatization Chi-
cana/os lived and struggled under. This sense of otherness is compounded by a multi-layered 
borderland identity that is difficult for many Anglo-Americans to understand. Chicanas are 
not ignorant of this process; as Patricia Sahagun observed, “All the things of my childhood 
are disappearing. I have been so far removed from the roots of my culture.”  Through art, the 35
struggles of Chicana/os were reframed into a search for collective, as well as individual, 
meaning. This became a common trope in Chicano political theatre from the early 1970s. 
Such discussion, not limited to the Mexican-American and Hispanic United States, represent-
ed a significant challenge to traditional gendered power relations within the barrios. Chicano 
artists and writers used a series of cultural and historical memories that informed their sense 
of identity and community, and of necessity informed their construction of gender and identi-
ty.  For Chicana feminists, their theater and literature had to negotiate these multi-faceted 36
identities, whilst creating a sense of space and place for their culture. 
A means of transmitting a sense of disempowerment and exclusion of Chicana women within 
their cultural platform was to use forms that could be transplanted across cultural borders. 
This approach had a two-pronged purpose. Firstly, it reinforced a sense of cultural solidarity 
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whilst communicating common fears and joys, combatting the sense of alterity that so moti-
vated the process of stigmatization and disempowerment experienced by Chicanos. Secondly, 
it contributed to the creation of a cultural meeting point (a philosophical and political border-
land) within which a blended, or mestizo, identity could be negotiated and formed within 
which they had a voice. These two aims transformed images and sounds, indeed the whole 
panoply of cultural production, into political devices that contributed to the construction of a 
shared visual and literary language.  
Amongst Chicanas and Chicanos, the Virgin of Guadalupe remains a profound image of na-
tional and cultural identity. Its counter, La Sirena/The Mermaid, came to represent in the 
Southwest, sensuality, luxury and luck. Finding expression in the iconic card in the Mexican 
bingo game of loteria. However the image of La Llorona, the Weeping Woman, haunted the 
imagination and symbolic identity in both the personal and collective dreamscapes of Chi-
canos and Mexicana/os across the southwestern United States and northwestern Mexico from 
a young age. This figure represented the grieving mother calling to her children, and was 
used to appeal directly to its audience to reflect on shared experience. La Llorona is the 
spurned lover, or the woman who abandons, because of tragedy or economic pressures, and, 
in some cases, murders her children. She yearns with an eternal passion to bring her children 
home and to nurture them. This image, drawing upon the power of the mother-image within 
Chicano society, is a strong and deep psychological presence and provides a fertile ground for 
popular culture. As Domino Perez noted, “La Llorona’s prominence within Chicano popular 
culture gives her iconographic status.”  The presence of La Llorona had not achieved fore37 -
ground status yet, but her presence remained a powerful image in Mexican-American, and 
Chicano art. The image of La Llorona had resonance in as much that it represented both the 
personal and the collective identity of Chicanas “weeping for the children [who] are lost be-
cause of their assimilation into the dominant culture, or because of violence or prejudice.’  38
By the 1990s, La Llorona had found a place in commercially successful and popular movies 
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such as Mi Vida Loca (1994), Mi Familia (1995), Lone Star (1996), Fools Rush In (1997), 
and Mulholland Drive (2001). The transformation of La Llorona from cultural element to so-
cietal challenge, as was achieved in David Lynch’s Mulholland Drive, was not some random 
event. Rather, it arose in the torment of protest theater and art in 1970s Los Angeles. As a re-
sponse to cultural stigmatization, La Llorona as an image did not carry the spiritual and cul-
tural baggage that attended the Virgin of Guadalupe. Creating resistance in the dominant au-
dience and promoting ghettoization of the Chicano population was always a danger in the 
program. Yet its role in redefining stereotypes cannot be understated. Via the use of imagery, 
over a century of cultural and artistic colonialism came to be resisted. Racist and sexist pro-
jections of identity were challenged by the theatrical, artistic and political output of the Mexi-
can-American community. Traditional imagery became useful archetypes that gave expres-
sion to contemporary demands. Although sometimes theatrical and artistic projects pushed 
the envelope of acceptance almost to breaking point, they became moderated through the 
strong sense of comunidad that underpinned Chicano and Mexican-American culture, and the 
need to be commercially viable. Chicano artists and playwrights had a rich palette from 
which to draw. How deeply they utilized these cultural themes and tropes, with their atten-
dant imagery, was to play an important part in the successes and shortcomings of the Chicano 
Art Movement, 
During the 1960s, the efforts of the United Farm Workers under the leadership of Cesar 
Chavez and Dolores Huerta, via the use of public space art and agitprop theater, highlighted 
the plight of the Chicano in the United States into the field of public discourse.  This alliance 39
between artist and activist created one of the most influential theater groups in Southern Cali-
fornia, El Teatro Campesino, based in Los Angeles in 1965. Their use of an indigenous Chi-
cano style in their political struggle, consisted of unscripted actos, or single act agitprop, 
which proved popular and allowed the performance pieces to remain topical.  Within four 40
years, Teatro Campesino had achieved international recognition by winning both national and 
international awards for its theater. This success began to draw intense interest in Chicano art, 
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theater and performance from the Los Angeles art scene. As a result, the old stereotypes could 
be challenged through a shared American fixation on the arts as entertainment and 
education.  Their productions of La Bamba, and Zoot Suit would go on to become successful 41
Hollywood productions that placed Chicano history firmly at the center of national American 
discourse.  
Rather than present a model of multiculturalism leading to the creation of a cultural mélange, 
the Chicano approach promoted a liberal pluralist society predicated upon cultural tolerance, 
sharing political and national traits.  In so doing, it provided a means to address issues rele42 -
vant to Chicano life, whilst creating an indigenous American Chicano culture, independent of 
Mexican concerns. It also reproduced a heteronormative and patriarchal model that increas-
ingly failed to address the demands of young Chicanas and Latinas as well as Queers of Col-
or. This did not mean that the program was a failure, but rather that it was a ‘work in 
progress’. It may not have been commercial theater, but neither was it “Art for Art’s sake”.  43
Rather, it sought to be a politically motivated theater, framed by the ideological biases and 
predisposition of its impresario, Luis Valdez. As socially progressive politics became a major 
feature of Californian culture, so the financial rewards of addressing these concerns also be-
came easier to justify.  
Beyond the financial imperative of keeping theater companies solvent, the aim of such the-
ater was not to create a passive reflection of the audience’s place in contemporaneous events. 
Rather, it sought to “...raise consciousness...to wake people up.”  Chicano theatre became as 44
much an act of social protest as it was a force in creating cultural capital within the dominant 
and dependent populations of the Chicano experience. Many Chicana/o playwrights were 
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willing to expose the biases, weaknesses and shortcomings of their societies, which were met 
with both failures and successes.  Whilst they inspired the Chicano community to action, 45
their Anglo-American audiences became exposed to the concerns and histories of the Mexi-
can-American community. Equally, Chicano audiences became politicized by recognizing 
and transforming the oppression and stigmatization many Mexican-Americans experienced in 
the barrios of California through their encounter with the artistic process.  It was through 46
this cultural production, that the Chicano Art Movement contributed to a modern Californian, 
and especially Los Angelenos, identity.  This identity was multilayered and complex. It was 47
also still very much an identity defined by its lack of representation and power. Occupying 
10.6% of the population in 1970, the peoples who make up La Raza were a minority, even if 
a significant one, within the city. The strategies they learnt and employed in the fields of De-
lano and on the walls of the barrios of East Los Angeles and the towns of Southern California 
ensured that they no longer represented some foreign ‘other’, but had become stakeholders in 
a collective culture that increasingly accommodated diversity within itself.  
Southern California 1965: The birth of a Workers’ Theater 
Chicano theater in Southern California, historically, has long been and continues to be de-
fined by the Teatro Campesino, or Farm Worker’s (or Peasant’s) Theater, founded on the De-
lano Grape Strike picket lines of Cesar Chavez’s United Farm Workers Union, and from the 
creative genius of Luis Valdez. The growth of the Teatro from an agitprop troupe to commer-
cial theater company was not one that its founders had envisioned. However, the conflict be-
tween being part of the wider union movement and pursuing artistic expression created ten-
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sions that prompted the company and its founder to eventually transform the troupe into a 
professional theater company.  
The early agenda of the company drew heavily from the Mexican actos, or single act form 
used in the tent theaters that dotted the borderlands and the Southwest at the end of the 19th 
and first half of the 20th centuries. These short, one-act dramas were a carpe form of popular 
theater that used traditional elements to promote, at first, the political agenda of the United 
Farm Workers Union (UFW) and eventually the emerging Chicano Movement. These actos 
generally followed a simple progression: Identification of the oppressed, virtually always a 
simple farmworker; depiction of the oppressor or boss, usually an Anglo-character wearing a 
pig-mask; and a clear portrayal of the brutality of the bosses or patrons. Their inherent weak-
ness as theater was that they rarely offered a resolution within the dramatic arch outside of 
the immediate concerns of the actos itself. The main character of these plays, the downtrod-
den protagonist, was a familiar, ands well-crafted form. To achieve this, Valdez and the com-
pany were served by the most famous exemplar of this character type, the charming but luck-
less hobo, Mareo Morena, who rose to fame as Cantinflas, the hero of the downtrodden and 
the forgotten. 
It is tempting to argue that Morena drew his inspiration from Charlie Chaplin, yet this not 
only denies the longstanding tradition of such characters in Spanish and Mexican theaters, 
but also the testimony of Morena himself. “...Slowly the appearance of Cantinflas’ took 
shape...Long sleeved cotton shirt that once was white. Wrinkled pants, not very wide, and 
shoes that would fit a hippopotamus far better. Over this attire hung a piece of cloth, better 
known as la gabardina (the raincoat).”  This clothing and style of performance, already 48
outmoded by the time of the Campesino actos period, was, however, cheap to produce, and 
immediately drew from an established tradition and familiar archetype. In the same way as 
Chaplin epitomized the tragic ‘underdog’ during the silent era, Cantinflas, who in the 1930s 
and 1940s had found fame in Mexico and Hollywood, remained an archetype understood by 
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its audience.  It was these pelados, or underdogs, who used humor born of distress to bring 49
to bear a critique on the forces (and persons) oppressing them.  Following in this tradition, 50
Teatro Campesino was fortunate to have the farmworker turned actor, Felipe Cantu. He 
proved himself a master of this art form. As Augustin Lira recalled, ‘It is a typically Mexican 
form, and [Felipe] Cantu was possibly its best exponent in the United States at that time.”  51
Cantu’s skill was to be a reliable support for Valdez and his teatro as they explored and learnt 
their craft. 
When looked at through the early actos, the recurring use of the pelado character created a 
repetitiveness in the teatro’s agitprop output. Certainly, such a character resonated with audi-
ences whose lives were framed by their southern Californian experience. It applied less to the 
mines of Arizona, the barrios, pueblos and plains of New Mexico, or the ranches and cities of 
Texas. This format helped create a type of theater that Valdez returned to time and again. Of 
the 11 scripts extant from this early period (1965-1970), only one play occurs outside of Los 
Angeles, and all fall into the actos format. Although, as the 1960s came to an end, the com-
pany began to experiment in more complex theatrical forms. As an example, the play, La 
Conquistada Mexico - A Puppet Show produced in 1968 and performed in Del Rey, Califor-
nia, was a piece of historical imagination that showcased Valdez’ first exploration of Aztec 
mythos. The Aztec aesthetic that came to dominate the early Chicano Art Movement, as well 
as becoming an attempt, whether conscious or not, by Valdez to move from playwright to 
guru.  Although the ideas formed from these mythos-philosophical musings remained just 52
beneath the surface, he was careful not to bring them too much to the foreground. As a con-
sequence, the remaining works from this period, externally at least, remained firmly rooted in 
the Cantinflas tradition.  
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The play Las Dos Caras del Patroncito (The Two Faces of the Little Patron), performed in 
1965 during the Delano Grape Strike, was a three-character, one-act play that showed the 
strengths and weaknesses of the actos form as crafted by Valdez. The protagonist, simply re-
ferred to as a ‘Farmworker’ is counter-pointed by his antagonist, the Patroncito (which is 
translated as the ‘Little Boss’, with connotations of pettiness and meanness, rather than size). 
In this acto, the farmworker was portrayed as expressing nobility in the face of abusive pow-
er. This contrasted with the constant efforts of the boss to demean both him and his culture. 
Patroncito - What about food? What do you eat boy? 
Farmworker - Tortillas y frijos con chile. 
Patroncito - Beans and tortillas. What’s beans and tortillas cost boy? 
Farmworker together with Patron - Nothing!  53
This dialogue introduced a litany of humiliation, which Felipe Cantu, in the style of Cantin-
flas, embellished with subtextual gestures against the boss, who spoke through a pig-face 
mask, creating possibilities of comedic release with audiences who had experience with such 
attitudes in their daily lives. In reality, the character construction was two-dimensional, and 
the story-line contained no resolution. There was neither nuance, nor character depth beyond 
the vaudeville level of the drama. Yet as a piece of cathartic theater, it served its purpose. This 
was agitprop, not the cultural theater of Mexico and the east coast of the United States. The 
resolution of this play comes when the patron decides to swap roles, so as to demonstrate to 
the farmworker how ‘hard’ his life is. The Patron removes his mask, giving it to his worker, 
effectively handing him power. The farmworker immediately has him hauled away by the 
Patron’s ‘enforcer’. All the while the distraught Patron invokes the name of Cesar Chavez to 
come and save him.  
The farmworker’s next act was not to take the power and reform, or even to stage a revolu-
tion. Rather, it was to reward himself with a cigar: “Bueno, so much for the patron. I got his 
house, his land, his car. Only I’m not going to keep them. He can have them. But I’m taking 
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the cigar Ay, os watcho.”  This lack of a clear resolution, other than achieving the ‘humbling’ 54
or outright humiliation of the bosses, is reflected in other actos of this period. What emerged 
from them was the belief that power corrupts and honest work imbues a notion of nobility 
upon the worker. The Campesino is a noble Chicano, formed from labor, love of family, and 
connection to the land through this work. This dynamic maintained Cantinflas’ purity of be-
ing, yet lacked his ability to convey complex political sub-texts. Further, it did not add to the 
political message of the play. Rather than create a new viewpoint from which audiences could 
draw meaning, the actos of this period simply reinforced a sense of disempowerment and in-
justice. This lack of sophistication was one located within Valdez’ left wing politics, and his 
rejection during this period of classical forms and themes. It served a purpose within its 
community, all the while denying itself the ability to draw upon richer textures available in a 
theater whose origins lay in the classical period of Spanish theater. For Valdez, this was a the-
ater firmly embedded in a rasquache that he sought to define, mold and expound. 
Certainly the rasquache and his hero can be found in the Chaplin and Cantinflas tradition that 
Valdez had grown up with. Yet it was also framed by Valdez’ rejection of what he saw as 
“imperialist fawning after literary pretensions.”  The textures of classical characters found in 55
the works of Cervantes and Lorca were given expression in popular literature and television. 
However, classic television, such as Zorro and The Lone Ranger, were not seen by Valdez as 
noble expressions of Hispanic and Mexican resistance. Rather, he saw them as a betrayal of a 
‘true Chicano history’. As he wrote, “since the Conquest, Mexico’s theater, like its society, 
had to imitate Europe...In the same vein, Chicanos...are frequently involved in productions of 
plays by Lope de Vega, Calderon de la Boca...and other classical playwrights. This position 
obscures the Indio fountains of Chicano culture.”  What Valdez sought during this period 56
was a revolutionary overthrow of old aesthetic forms, simply because they were old. He 
wanted a pueblo, or peoples’ cultural revolution. Similar to cultural revolutions of the period, 
he offered nothing in return other than the tyranny of a romanticized peasant’s purity, and a 





This ideological demand to remove old colonial ways of thinking was a constant feature of 
nationalist discourse for nearly half a century in Mexico and Latin America. Where the emer-
gent national theaters of Mexico and Latin America saw indigenous histories as being partner 
to their new nationalisms, Valdez and later Chicano theorists saw them as the source of their 
nationalism.  However, their construction of this nationalism was essentially a fiction of 57
people raised in the barrios and tenements of large North American cities, not forged of a 
connection with either the land or the native peoples they saw as their role-models. As a re-
sult, the theater that was produced from this ideological framework was two-dimensional at 
best, and parody at worst. It served well as agitprop, yet without the input of a two-way dia-
logue with its audience. Further, it lacked a clear agenda other than the idolization of poverty. 
The betterment of the workers and their aspirations was essentially absent from the resolu-
tions (if any) contained within these early works. Yolanda Broyles-Gonzalez noted, "We can-
not overlook that the [later] mainstreaming project [of Teatro Campesino] was born in the 
decade that saw both the decline of the Chicano Movement’s communitarian spirit, and the 
rise of widespread individualism and personal ambition in Chicana/o intellectual, artistic, and 
political life.”  These changes were symptomatic of the emergence of a Chicana/o middle 58
class, and were reflected in this middle class moving away from revolutionary politics, to 
embrace participation in the political agenda of the Democratic Party and, to a lesser extent, 
the Republican Party of the United States of America. Such possibilities were not present in 
these early works, nor one suspects in the political aspirations of Valdez during this period. 
The same criticisms cannot be made of Valdez’ most powerful works of this time, the early 
mitos Dark Root of a Scream and its companion piece Soldado Raza. In these plays, he began 
to explore Aztec and Maya themes within contemporary Chicano culture, and to experiment 
with a theater of spectacle.  
 ibid. pp.5-7.57
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Dark Scream, produced in 1967 was a product of Valdez’ mito, or mythic theater.  This the59 -
atrical form had a more nuanced political ideology than the earlier works he had produced. 
Through it, expression was given to Valdez’ understanding of the indigenous mythic-roots of 
Chicano culture. Valdez felt that “This linkage of indigenous thought to contemporary reality 
gave the Chicano Movement mythic and psychic energies that could be directed towards its 
political and economic goals.”  Valdez’ attempt to reconcile Christian theology with Aztec 60
mythos (as understood by him) set up a theatrical setting that existed on both a mythical and 
realist theatrical framework. This tension was facilitated in these plays by pyramidal sets, 
which included three locales. A street corner at the apex of the pyramid where the coffin of 
the soldier lies, the street where the soldiers boyhood friends (vatos, or street youths) meet, 
and the home where the mother and a priest are coming to terms with the loss. Whilst his 
mother, girlfriend and the priest discuss his life, the vatos get into a discussion about the Chi-
cano as Indio and as the Aztec deity, Quetzalcoatl. The play’s resolution came during the sol-
dier’s (who remains unnamed throughout the play) wake, when the vatos come in and disrupt 
the proceedings, demanding to see the body. After much arguing, and threats of violence, they 
move up to the apex of the pyramid and open the coffin within which is a stylized Aztec 
feathered headdress and the soldier’s still beating heart. He is still alive, fulfilling his role as a 
sacrifice to the Aztec, Quetzalcoatl. As his mother screams, the lights in the theater go out.  61
In many ways, Dark Root of a Scream presaged the work of Alurista in his El Plan Espiritual 
de   Aztlán  with its appeal to an indigenous identity. Although the second play in this cycle, 62
Soldado Raza, performed in 1970, explored the consequence of the soldier’s sacrifice, this 
was not the focus with the initial production of Dark Root, but rather a development from its 
dramatic conclusion. It is also highly likely that Alurista and ‘Corky’ Gonzales, who went on 
 Jorge Huerta, Chicano drama: Performance, Society and Myth, (Cambridge, UK, Cambridge Studies in 59
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to pen Yo Soy Joaquin/ I am Joaquin, had both seen Dark Root prior to their involvement in 
establishing the ‘Chicano Movemientos’ at the Denver Youth Conference in 1969.  Aztec 63
imagery and symbolism competed, blended with, and augmented traditional Mexican 
Catholic folk religion, to create an aesthetic unique to the Mexican-American and Southwest-
ern identity. It was not always a harmonious mix, but it had found resonance with young Chi-
canos. The Aztec origin myth was to become a recurring theme of Valdez, as the Chicano 
Movement sought to define itself. His articulations might have shortcomings, yet the place 
Valdez has in placing this Aztec aesthetic front and center to the Chicano Movement cannot 
be over-emphasized. 
During the late 1960s, Valdez increasingly focused his work around themes that drew from 
(his idea of) Aztec identity and sacrifice. Indeed, it can be argued that his later work cannot 
be understood without this obsession being taken into account. As Sheila Contreras observed, 
“Like [Armando] Rendon’s use of the Fifth Sun narrative, Valdez’s manipulation of Quetzal-
coatl motivates a nationalist consciousness that is cemented through narrative access.” These 64
texts contributed to the formation of the   Aztlán project, which found its defining expression 
through Rudolfo ‘Corky’ Gonzales. In 1969, Gonzales had convened the Denver Youth Con-
ference, where the cosmological vision of Chicanos as a raza, or race was first articulated. 
Valdez’ exposure to the work of Gonzales inspired him, as it did many of his generation, by 
its radical call to action. Valdez’ faith in the Gonzales political philosophy was instrumental 
in him gaining the support of his greatest admirer, Jorge Huerta. It was Huerta, who wrote in 
glowing terms of the contribution of Valdez to the history of Spanish theater in the United 
States, who came to promote the almost mythic status of Valdez amongst Chicano historians. 
Many writers, basing themselves upon Jorge Huerta, came to replicate his reverence for the 
work of Valdez as being formative of a “new Chicano identity and pride in Raza”.  Their 65
 Rudolfo ‘Corky’ Gonzales, ’Message to   Aztlán’ Selected Writings of Rudolfo ‘Corky’ Gonzales’, (Houston, 63
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construction of Chicanos as a mestizo, or blended race, was not new, but predicated upon a 
long Mexican tradition, whose origins were to be found in the 1910 Mexican Revolution.   66
As Valdez forged a mythic link to an imaginary identity, he also was complicit in blotting out 
histories that challenged this narrative. Following Valdez’ lead, many early Chicanos had em-
braced Aztec migration narratives, grafting “ancient indigenous travelers to present day mes-
tizo communities in the United States as if 500 years of history did not occur.”  By seeking 67
their own liberation, they suppressed indigenous histories, whilst replicating the oppression 
of the Anglo with the oppression of ‘brown bodies’. In the work of Valdez, this trope found 
its ultimate manifestation in his 1970 work, Bernabe. This mitos, or play with a mythic un-
derpinning, came at the end of a period of retreat into experimentation with reworking Nahu-
atl, or Aztec myth, and modern theater theory. As a political drama, it failed to address socio-
political issues relevant to its audience and their reality of their lives. This was a criticism 
leveled at the whole Teatro Campesino project from time to time. The Worker’s Theater, had 
lost touch with its audience, and their shared cultural language. Indeed, many have argued 
that for theater to be politically relevant, it needs to speak to the needs of the audience rather 
than become caught up in mythic exploration for its own sake.  This trope, beginning in 68
1970, eventually gave way to a more culturally responsive theater, through the teatros in-
volvement in the Fiesta del Muerte festival in 1974, sponsored by Self Help Graphics as dis-
cussed later in this chapter. Rather, it serves the purpose of this study to look at an early mitos 
within which lay both the strengths of this form, and the inherent weaknesses contained with-
in its ideology. Bernabe, performed in 1970, was a play caught up in mystical musings, where 
the political and social realities of audiences’ lives became lost in the yearnings for and ex-
pression of a mythic Chicano spiritual identity. This play promised much, yet within its pages 
are also demonstrated the structural weaknesses of the Chicano Movement, and especially its 
treatment of women and queers of color. 
 This was a philosophy of identity built around a blended or creole ethnicity.66
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1974 - Bernabe: Liberation through art, or a myth too far? 
The final play of the early period of Teatro Campesino, and first of the mitos period, Bernabe, 
was set in the San Joaquin Valley in Southern California during the early 1960s. As a piece of 
theater, whether political or otherwise, this play set down the direction Teatro Campesino 
would follow for the next four years. It would be four years before Valdez abandoned his 
Theater of the Sphere approach to drama, and embraced a more integrationist (and more 
commercially successful) model in the politics he applied to his writing. The name Bernabe is 
Barnabas in English, the name of an early Christian Pauline apostle whose martyrdom was 
well described in the Ante-Nicene Fathers.  This figure in Church history was a Jewish con69 -
vert to Christianity, who was betrayed by his fellow Jews. A well-known story within the 
Spanish speaking world, it was used to great effect against the Jewish communities of the 
Spanish speaking world. Such a loaded text needed to be handled with subtlety and care. If 
audiences hoped this was to be the case, they were to be seriously disappointed. 
Bernabe is a two-act play set in a fictitious town Burlap, named after the material used to 
pack potatoes and fruit. This bleak locale, inhabited by impoverished and dependent workers 
waiting for the picking season to begin, represented an archetype for the worst excesses of 
the company town. The protagonist of this story, Bernabe, is a ‘mentally-retarded’ worker 
who lives under the harsh care of his mother. He is her only source of support, to whom his 
frequent bouts of isolation are a source of constant frustration. Valdez described his protago-
nist as being “touched with cosmic madness. The world of man he inhabits judges him as in-
sane, but harmless.”  This description of the protagonist can be open to being representative 70
of Valdez himself. His Theater of the Sphere project had used quasi-Aztec and Mayan sym-
bolism and aesthetics to generate mitos or mythically charged ritualized theater, it also advo-
cated a cultural program that appealed to the young, but left older, more traditional Chicanos 
uncomfortable. Making heavy use of non-human characters, such as the traditional calaveras 
(skeleton skulls), and embodiments of aspects of nature, this system drew from an anthropo-
 Alexander Walken (trans), Ante-Nicene Fathers, Vol. 8, (Buffalo, NY, Christian Literature Publishing Compa69 -
ny 1886) 37.
 Valdez, op.cit. 1971, p.59.70
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logical understanding current at the time.  The centrality of spiritual aesthetics as political 71
agenda in the work of Valdez served as a political agenda in itself. As Broyles-Gonzalez ob-
served, “The Teatro Campesino clearly regarded the ‘Theater of the Sphere’ as a model of 
human liberation, indispensable to the larger social struggle.”  Its struggle remained how to 72
articulate this process whilst maintaining a dialogue with its audience. Bernabe remains an 
important example of how revolutionary theater can become too revolutionary for its audi-
ence. No matter how powerful the dramatic imagery, the text must resonate with its audience 
or risk losing them as its narrative progresses. 
Written in 1970, at the start of the final phase of the Chicano civil rights project, Bernabe had 
promised to herald in a new phase of Chicano theater. The check for Teatro Campesino came 
with the poor reception it received at the 1974 Quinto Festival in Mexico. Central to these 
critiques was Teatro Campesino’s lack of any gender-sensitivity and inclusion of communi-
ties outside the barrios of Los Angeles, which were seen as failures to engage with the domi-
nant power structure for inclusion.  Bernabe, therefore, offered a representation of   Aztlán-73
separatist politics that had already moved on from the labor and rights agitation of the late 
1960s, to the cultural politics of the 1970s. Indeed, Chicanos had already begun to agitate for 
inclusion rather than secession or separatism. Such yearnings are absent from this play’s 
schema. As such, it not only failed to address the civil rights agenda of the Chicano Move-
ment, but also demonstrated the inherent heteronormative and patriarchal biases that had be-
come defining features of the Chicano Movement. Valdez had failed to see that his audience 
had evolved. Chicana feminism had begun to find its voice, and his audience was no longer 
made up of farmworkers and laborers, but increasingly of urban workers, and the college ed-
ucated. However, its concerns were to be largely ignored in Teatro Campesino’s works of this 
period, and most especially in the play Bernabe. 
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The play opens with Bernabe (played by Valdez himself) and his madre/mother arguing as 
they walk down a dusty Burlap Street. This dialogue highlights Valdez’ two-dimensional 
treatment of women in his writing of this period. Struggling to keep up with her son, his 
mother asks him to slow down, a request he responds to with derision. His mother admonish-
es him, “Be careful how you speak to me...I’m your Madre! Do you want the ground to open 
up and swallow you?”  This was not a turn of phrase, the image of being swallowed up by 74
the Earth served a dual function. It served as both sexual allegory for the power of the femi-
nine, and the (perceived) claustrophobia of the family devoid of a father image. Rather than 
finding nobility in the struggle of Bernabe and his mother’s lives, Valdez constructs a narra-
tive built upon the tired old trope of the domineering mother. The only other female character 
in the play is a prostitute, described as the ‘devourer of life’. By contrast to the women in this 
script, Bernabe is described in the rubric of the play as a “man of the Earth”, a simpleton who 
was “naturally wise to the truths around him, but seen as an idiot by those without the 
insight.”  He is bullied, and devalued by his community and his family, who do not know his 75
secret, the revelation of which threatened to bring dishonor to his family.  
Bernabe is, to the horror of his family, in love with La Tierra/The Earth. This love involves 
him physically digging a hole and entering it, so as to engage in an act of union with his love. 
To the world around him, he is simply going into a hole to masturbate. However, when Bern-
abe tries to communicate with those around him of his secret love, they are horrified by what 
they see as his perversion.  When he explains his relationship to the Earth to his cousin, he 76
tells him never to speak of it to anybody. Further, “What the idiot needs is a vieja (whore)”. 
Later, when he is alone, Bernabe poignantly addresses his lover, the ground he is lying on, 
“Tierra, they think I’m crazy. But you know I love you?.......See you tonight, eh?”  He kisses 77
the ground, not as an act of worship, but as a lover.   78






The image of the crazy mystic is a piece of classic characterization with antecedents going 
back to classical Greek theater. As a piece of psycho-drama, it gives an insight into gender 
political failings of the Chicano Movement at this time. Audience identification to this point 
of the play would have been expecting a boss/patron to appear so as to provide an external 
oppressor upon which to heap their regrets and frustrations.  The colorful portrayal of the 79
madre/mother, and how she controlled her son was already outdated in 1974. As a result of 
Valdez’ rejection of classical theater as colonialist, he effectively removed from his palette a 
richness other playwrights could draw on.  Rather than create a more nuanced characteriza80 -
tion, Valdez’ madre becomes in this text, a shallow stereotype. 
The second act of the play begins at Bernabe’s home, ‘a small painted shack’ located above a 
hole in which Bernabe sits lighting candles to “a sexy Aztec Goddess pictured on a calendar 
from Wong’s Market.” During the 1960s and 1970s, Los Angeles’ Chinese businesses were 
some of the few that did business with Chicanos and Mexican migrant workers. It is in front 
of this business that Bernabe’s cousin, trying to get him laid so as to make him normal, en-
counters Bernabe’s madre: 
 PRIMO –  ....What’s wrong? Lose Bernabe again?  
MADRE – No, que lose!...Have you seen him hijo?  
PRIMO – This morning outside the cantina  
MADRE – The cantina?  
PRIMO – I mean the Chinaman’s supermarket. 
PRIMO – I mean the store, Tia.   81
As the play moves towards its resolution, it presents the audience with the reality of Bern-
abe’s secret. His girlfriend is, to his cousin’s horror, a hole in the ground with whom he 
makes love. His family’s shame leads them to seek an intervention.  The exchanges (in 82
 The term means literally ‘farmer’, but it is colloquially used to describe ‘husband’, and ‘casual workers’.79
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Spanish) between Bernabe and his madre remain untranslated in the English script. However, 
Bernabe’s use of the pejorative Vieja cabrona pintese or ‘Old painted bitch/whore’, cannot be 
taken into any context other than the one it presents. Bernabe’s cousin procures for Bernabe 
the services of a prostitute, all in the name of making him a true man. As a consequence, 
Bernabe is deceived into betraying the object of his love. This was not the redemptive sin of 
the traditional Adelita archetype of Mexican literature, but rather a recast of the Malinche 
myth. His cousin’s reference to Bernabe's readiness to engage in sex, is to describe him as 
“drooling in his shorts”, and that he is about to be “made a man” by the use via financial ex-
change of a woman, who is to be bought and then discarded.  Bernabe is no willing partici83 -
pant. Fearing La Luna/The Moon, who will punish him for breaking his marriage oath to La 
Tierra, he protests, “…No, she’ll swallow me for being dirty.”  It is here, that La Tierra goes 84
on to explain to La Luna, that Bernabe “…has always come to my arms seeking warmth…He 
loves me with an intensity most men cannot even imagine…for in his eyes I am woman…I 
am Madre…’  It is here that the Sun reveals Bernabe is being “el ultimo y el primer [the first 85
and the best].” The madness of Bernabe is part of his ability to see the world purely. By his 86
confession he gains permission to embrace Tierra, who in the moment of consummation re-
veals her face as Death.  His consummation is also his demise. 87
The play’s conclusion comes with Bernabe’s family bringing his dead body to his earthly 
madre for burial. As she accepts his loss, Bernabe and La Tierra appear above them in a cos-
mic embrace. He is virtually naked, wearing only the loin-cloth of the Native American. La 
Tierra is revealed as Coatlicue, Mother Earth in the Aztec pantheon, goddess of life, death 
and rebirth.  The vision presented in this work, having its origins in the writings of José Vas88 -
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concelos, presented more problems to its audience than it solved.  Teatro Campesino during 89
the Valdez period did not explore the economy of the oppressed, no matter the protestations 
of its founder in later years. Indeed, it failed to engage with a critique of the client/patron na-
ture of the Californian economy, a strategy that had served the company well during its agit-
prop period. Teatro Campesino performed Bernabe, to Los Angeles and expatriate communi-
ties in Chicago during the 1972 season.  The imagery, although dramatic, failed to articulate 90
any political or cultural message by becoming lost in the imagery of fetish. A more nuanced 
writer may have used this as an approach to articulate a message or lesson with the play’s 
resolution. As such, Valdez missed his opportunity, and failed to maintain a connection with 
his audience. 
Bernabe, produced during the Theater of the Sphere period, theoretically combined the revo-
lutionary politics of agitprop with a hybrid spirituality. Such an approach was not merely 
rooted in the imaginings of Luis Valdez alone, but fell within a tradition seminal to the found-
ing of the Chicano Movement in Southern California. Grounding itself in the writings of 
Mexican philosopher Jose Vasconcelos, Rudolfo ‘Corky’ Gonzales’ vision of a separate 
“Brown Race”, who are the rightful heirs to a native heritage lost to the invading white men, 
served as a powerful metaphor for a people disempowered. The history of Anglo-American 
relations with their Hispanic, and Mexican-American countrymen was contextualized as the 
oppression by these invaders of a “Cosmic Race”.  The spiritual agenda that he promoted 91
existed outside of the folk-Catholicism prevalent amongst Chicanos and Mexicans in South-
ern California. This aspect of the movement ignored that it was itself engaging in an act of 
colonization of colored people by English-speaking colored people. The demands of disen-
franchised Chicanos and Mexican-Americans, as well as a growing Chicana feminist move-
ment, rejected this vision, forcing a realignment of the political agenda towards the end of the 
1970s. This was not revolutionary change, but a moving to the center that reflected political 
traditions long present in the United States amongst Mexican-Americans, Hispanos and Te-
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janos within the Southwest. Although Valdez did not abandon the mitos form, he began to 
write about themes that his audience could more readily identify with after the end of the the-
ater run of Bernabe. His rediscovery of Mexican cultural norms heralded a more artistically 
and financially rewarding period in his, and Teatro Campesino’s, work. Whilst the teatro was 
to receive criticism for being less political, his audience had never been wider, nor more en-
thusiastic.  
After the mitos period, Valdez wrote and directed the material that represented the history of 
its audience. Plays such as Zoot Suit and La Bamba, which were to become the most success-
ful and popular of the company’s works, ensured that Valdez and his work remained impor-
tant elements of the Californian Chicano cultural mix. They presented a far more mainstream 
and integrationist model of Chicano identity than he had previously offered. Certainly, the 
early period of Teatro Campesino saw a theater produced in the thick of political events. 
However, over time Valdez and his company increasingly lost touch with the daily reality of 
their audience’s lives. As an aesthetic tool, the mitos form added texture, meaning and depth 
to the imagery that Valdez and his company could draw from. Critique of this period has been 
sparse and is silenced by the avalanche of academic writing produced by Valdez and his stu-
dents at the University of California Los Angeles (UCLA). Scholarship upon this subject has 
largely been limited by its reliance upon secondary sources produced by Luis Valdez and 
Jorge Huerta that tended to confirm their own narrative. With the retreat from public dialogue 
by the company into the Theater of the Sphere mysticism promoted by Valdez, when tied to 
the conscious choice by Valdez to not use classical theater in the crafting of his work, the 
emotional and artistic palette of the characterization becomes, in its practice, limited to the 
personal experience of its author.  
The critiques of Gloria Anzaldúa, and later, Chela Sandoval, that dialogue was necessary for 
the creation of a differential consciousness remain valid. There needed to be a movement be-
tween ideological perspectives, and identity frameworks, so as to promote “a fund of neces-
sary polarities between which our creativities spark like a dialectic. Only within that interde-
pendency.” With competing ideologies framing their positions, “can the power seek new 
ways of being in the world, generate…the courage and sustenance to act where there are no 
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charters.” For there to be a differential consciousness, there needs to be more than a spectacle 
of aggrievement. “Differential consciousness requires grace, flexibility and strength.” It must 
also provide its audiences with strategies of negotiating change.  As Sandoval observed, 92
“Self-conscious agents of differential consciousness recognize one another as allies, coun-
trywomen and men of the same psychic terrain.”  This recognition that groups do not share 93
the same “culture, language-codes, ethnicity, or ideology nor do [they] derive similar solu-
tions” to the travails of oppression experienced in their daily lives remains an important fea-
ture of the work of Gloria Anzaldúa and for later Chicana feminists as they tackled how to 
respond to oppression.  94
The ‘strong man’ approach, evident throughout Valdez’ early writings, failed to provide its 
audiences with “how we measure and weigh what is to be said and when, what is to be done 
and how, and to whom…daily deciding/risking who it is we can call an ally, call a friend 
(whatever that person’s skin, sex, or sexuality).”  This dilemma was not one that seemed to 95
impact with the same resonance in the art studios of the barrios, and most especially in 
Mechicana Art Center and its contemporary, Self Help Graphics. 
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Art comes to the streets: Self Help Graphics 
By 1970, dissatisfaction with the war in Vietnam and the perception that disproportionately 
high numbers of Chicanos had been dying in the jungles of South East Asia had driven Los 
Angelenos to the streets. These street protests, called moratoriums, threatened the confidence 
of entrenched political elites, all the while forging new alliances. This arc of development had 
seen Teatro Campesino move from its agitprop roots, to flounder during the mitos period, 
only to find a connection to the Mexican-American ideology that began emerging after 1974, 
as it returned to the cultural well-springs from which it and its audiences drew inspiration. 
What this produced led to a more integrationist model that was not just born of social and po-
litical movements in Texas and New Mexico, but also from the success of community mural 
and printing houses in Los Angeles from the early 1970s. One of the most successful of these 
was Self Help Graphics, located in East Los Angeles. This influential arthouse was forged 
from the social activism born of liberation theology and the drive of two Franciscan nuns. 
These two nuns brought their experiences to bear and built an artistic community, fostering 
Chicano community pride, and facilitated the rise of a generation of Chicano artists who went 
on to successful and profitable careers. In so doing, they transformed Chicano politics in Los 
Angeles. 
The politics of East Los Angeles were unique in that this community was not dependent upon 
farmwork, being primarily an urban space. Providing a pool of cheap labor in both domestic 
service and the demands of industry in the city, Mexican-Americans were an important sector 
of the Los Angeles economy. All of these factors proved conducive to a politics that favored 
local focus and local needs.  The place of art in public spaces for Chicanos and Mexican-96
Americans had evolved into a means for articulating identity from the turmoil of the civil 
rights era. As the poet Jose Montoya argued, “Chicano art was born of struggle.”  Rising 97
from the aftermath of the Los Angeles Blowouts, a series of high school strikes that hit East 
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Los Angeles in 1968, many artists became aware of the need to speak to their communities, 
as well as articulate their needs to Anglo-America.  In so doing, Self Help Graphics went 98
beyond being an expression of, and became a creator of, culture. By using cultural symbolism 
and expression that was rooted in the Mexican-American identity, Self Help inspired a Mexi-
can-American identity through fostering an integrationist, rather than an assimilationist or 
separatist, approach. Building upon and learning from the most, and least, successful features 
of grassroots groups, such as Teatro Campesino, it avoided the more extreme and fanciful as-
pects of the Chicano Movement, without losing the power of its aesthetic.  
Self Help Graphics was far from unique in the early 1970s; several collectives and galleries 
were operating in East Los Angeles at this time.  Self Help stood apart for several reasons. It 99
was not involved in the mural art movement, but rather in silk-screen, embossing, lithography 
and photography. It was brought into being and guided by a woman, Sister Karen Boccalero. 
Sister Karen represented a quintessentially American multicultural identity. It was under her 
guidance that the collective espoused an art movement driven by faith and artistic talent. This 
approach created a social ministry that grew beyond merely serving the Chicano and Mexi-
can-American communities of Los Angeles, to also transform the cultural paradigms of Cali-
fornia, the Southwest and, through them, the country.  
Karen Boccalero was of Italian-American heritage. Beginning life in Arizona, she was raised 
by her Jewish step-father in Boyle Heights, Los Angeles. Raised in this multicultural climate, 
Sister Karen articulated mestizaje in her life and her vocation.  Her training at Temple Uni100 -
versity’s Taylor Art School completed her early training under Sister Carita Kent at the Im-
maculate Heart College in Los Angeles. This training, and the influence of Sister Carita, led 
her to approach artistic pedagogy and an emphasis “on the idea that creativity should be al-
 Antonio Rios-Bustamente, Pedro Castillo, An Illustrated History of Mexican Los Angeles, 1781-1985 (Los 98
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lowed to flow and flourish.”  Such an approach allowed the studio to actively recast tradi101 -
tional events and fiestas so that they reflected more the mestiza identities of East Los Ange-
les.  The mission statement of Self Help Graphics stated that it was set up “to promote the 102
cultural heritage and contribution of Chicano art and artists to the contemporary 
experience.”  This framework, born of the influence of liberation theology feminism and 103
the reforms of Vatican II, promoted a new social vision for the church. The social Christianity 
promoted in this vision was central to the ministry of the Immaculate Heart College in Los 
Angeles.  However, struggles with the church hierarchy and pressure from Cardinal-Arch104 -
bishop James McIntyre led to Sister Carita eventually leaving the order to join the Sisters of 
St Francis (OSF).  105
 The influence of Sister Carita upon the direction and politics of the Immaculate Heart Col-
lege continued to inform its aesthetics and political direction within Self Help Graphics: 
“Carita’s graphics helped establish traction of Los Angeles art that is grounded in textual play 
and Pop specificity.”  Sister Karen learnt well from the experience of her teacher, joining 106
the Sisters of St Francis (OSF) and taking her ministry to the barrios of East Los Angeles, 
because “Chicano art and artists are a gift to society, mirroring a powerful and desired cultur-
al richness.”  Having trained at the ateliers or guild studios in Rome, Sister Karen was in107 -
fluenced by the Mexican atelier tradition, best demonstrated by the Taller de Grafica Popular 
(People’s Graphic Workshop) whose stable included Leopold Menez, Jean Charlot, Pablo 
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O’Higgins and, not least, Jose Guadalupe Posada.  Having received the prestigious Sulla 108
Award in 1969, Sister Karen was able to command respect from both the artistic elites and 
their sources of funding that served her and Self Help Graphics well over the years. It also 
influenced her in fostering artistic and political freedom, rather than directing and controlling 
artistic production within a specific ideology or viewpoint.  
Sister Karen was able to use community resources and connections to just keep Self Help 
Graphics afloat. Her fundraising largely operated piecemeal until 1974, when she attended a 
grant-writing workshop run by the Los Angeles City Council. Following this workshop, Self 
Help gained extra funding so that it could hire professional administrative staff, thereby set-
ting the studio on a more secure base, consolidating and firming its finances as the studio be-
came more established on both an organizational and artistic foundation.  These changes 109
allowed the studio to more actively engage and respond to community needs. As Leon Limon 
recalled, “We’d sit around at lunch and just brainstorm ways we could give things back into 
the community.”  By 1978, the studio had become a feature of the barrios, and an influen110 -
tial player in fostering Mexican-American pride. In a deposition seeking support from the 
church so as to rent space in a building on the corner of Cesar E. Chavez Avenue and Gage 
Avenue, Sister Pius Fahlstrom (OSF) wrote “the work [Sister Karen] has been doing is of 
great value for the Mexican-American people….in Los Angeles.”  This followed the efforts 111
of a combination of Franciscan Priests in Oakland, and the Franciscan Sisters, had gathered 
enough support to successfully take over a building that had previously served as the home of 
the Catholic Youth Organization. In 1979, the rent on the property was charged at one dollar a 
year, with the lease set for 10 years. Self Help was set to begin to reach out and extend its 
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programs with a confidence forged by hard work, and not insignificant institutional 
support.  112
An important arm of the studios program was the Barrio Mobile Art Studio. A step van was 
converted into a mobile art studio, with local tradespeople helping with the conversion. It was 
to become invaluable in the studio’s outreach and community education programs and a 
model for many programs that followed after its example. These programs were designed to 
"develop the individual aesthetic appreciation, to provide an alternative mode of self-expres-
sion, and to increase…appreciation of Chicano Culture.”  The programs provided classes in 113
painting, photography, silk-screen printing and puppetry in its first nine months of operation. 
Catering to around 7,500 students and senior citizens throughout Los Angeles, sessions were 
supported by formal lesson plans that combined the two aims of inculcating artistic tech-
niques and installing and promoting pride in Chicano culture.   114
The Dia de los Muertos Fiesta was, and remains, a much loved part of church and folk tradi-
tions in Mexico. An event utilizing a syncretism born of Aztec and Roman Catholic belief, it 
enabled traditionalist and Chicano visionaries to come together in common cause. Celebrated 
on All Souls Day November 1-2, Dia de los Muertos was, prior to Self Help Graphics 1972 
inaugural celebration, largely a private observance. Part of this festival involves the creation 
of altars, and the cooking of food and drink beloved by the departed in the home. Self Help 
Graphics successfully inaugurated their annual Dia de los Muertos Fiesta with a program of 
visual arts and educational workshops, cultural rituals and performances. In so doing, they 
started a cultural dialogue, whose effect reached far beyond the barrios of East Los Angeles. 
Indeed, it created an event that provided a means to both showcase the community, and pro-
mote understanding with Anglos within the Los Angeles region.  
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The 1972 Dia de Los Muertos Fiesta began with a procession at Evergreen Cemetery in 
Boyle Heights, and wound its way through First Street to meet at Self Help’s studios, where 
exhibitions of ornate altars by local young people and artists in honor of the dead were dis-
played.  The now familiar imagery associated with the fiesta was drawn from Mexican 115
artists such as Miguel Guadalupe Posada, Diego Rivera and Frida Kahlo, who gave a cultur-
al-pallet with which all Mexican-Americans could identify. In 1978, with funding from the 
National Endowment for the Arts, the fiesta became a major event in the life of Los Angeles. 
Luis Valdez and Teatro Campesino, who had begun to move towards a more integrationist 
theatrical cultural model, performed Lope de Vargas’ El fin del Mundo (The end of the world) 
at Roosevelt High School, as well as bringing together a wide selection of artists representing 
many differing political colors united behind the same message. The celebration of Mexican-
American identity, and the sharing of its colors, flavors, smells and ideas to the wider com-
munity represented an articulation of multicultural politics that invited participation, sharing 
and, more importantly, enjoying. There was nothing covert about this. Rather than use the 
politics of protest, Self Help Graphics engaged in, and with, the politics of participation. The 
fiesta both unified the Chicano population around known elements of its culture, as well as 
invited non-Chicanos to join in its celebration. With a National Endowment for the Arts grant 
of $14,000, the studio was able to ensure that its programs ran from August to November that 
year, creating an environment conducive to the fiesta moving beyond the county limits of Los 
Angeles, and gaining national attention.  A strength of this event, born in the cultural idea of 116
comunidad, was that it was collaborative, drawing upon the full stable of Self Help artists. 
Individuals such as Harry Gamboa Jr, Gronk, Patsy Valdez, Frank Romero, Leon Limon and 
Carlos Almaraz were already known within the Chicano art world and gained exposure to the 
wider arts community via this program. They were to make an impact upon the cultural pro-
file of their communities.  As film scholar Chon Noriega observed, “Self Help Graphics, 117
inspired by a Charles Ray Eams film on the Mexican festival, the event combined cultural 
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nationalism and spiritual syncretism, whilst also serving as a staging ground for the Chicano 
avant-garde.”   118
By the 1980s, Self Help had grown from a small collective led by Sister Karen into a fixture 
of Chicano culture in Los Angeles. It assisted a number of artists to establish careers and find 
their voices, both as individuals and as a people. As Wayne Alan Healy attested, “Sister 
Karen and the people at Self Help….didn’t say ‘Do Chicano Art.’ Rather she said, ‘Here’s the 
stuff. Now do it.”  Leo Limon paid homage to Sister Karen, citing her importance to the 119
success of the studio: “She was relentless…she taught us to make the art experience 
count.”  The success of the studio was a combination of the fostering of talent, freedom of 120
expression and the outreach that fostered two-way conversations with the Chicano communi-
ty at large.  
Through the fund raising skills of Sister Karen and the space she created, her stable of artists 
were given the freedom to explore their own and their communities’ identities; they reached 
as many as 25,000 young people through their school programs, and 6000 adults in the first 
six years of operation from 1970-1976. This does not include those people exposed to and 
influenced by the Dias de los Muertos parades.  Self Help Graphics programs fostered a 121
shared aesthetic born of interaction with the larger Chicano community. More importantly, it 
created avenues of success closed to many Chicano artists from the barrios of Los Angeles, 
who went on to build successful careers, reaching not just Mexican-American audiences, but 
also Anglo-American patrons. These patrons increasingly came to see Chicano art as being 
desirable and, more importantly, profitable. It also engendered a cultural vocabulary that suc-
cessive generations came to view as uniquely their own, populated by a Mexican palate, re-
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James (ed), Sons and Daughters of Los: Culture and Community in Los Angeles, (Philadelphia, Temple Univer-
sity Press, 2003) 195.
 Wayne Alaniz Healy, interview, Los Angeles, April 12, 1998 with Margarita Nieto Guzmán, Kristen, Self 119
Help Graphics & Art: Art in the Heart of East Los Angeles. (Los Angeles: Chicano Studies Research Center, 
University of California Press 2005) 26.
 Leo Limon, “A Tribute to the Ones Who Let Our Creative Spark, Fan Our Flames and Encourage Us to Pass 120
It On, “ in Arroyo Arts Collective Newsletter, September 1997, located at http://www.arroyo-artscollective.org/
news/sep97/tribute.html.
Self Help Graphics & Art, funding application 1978, op.cit.121
 82
purposed by the American experience, then spread across the Southwest. This art movement 
had, through the work of artists, empowered them not just to become La Raza, but also to be-
come part of the collective psyche of what it means to be an American in the closing decades 
of the 20th century.  
The artistic and theatrical studios and teatros of Los Angeles were beneficiaries of patronage 
that came to both aid and consume Chicana/o and Mexican-American cultural production in 
its hunger for the new. This came at a time when labor agitation and a growing confidence in 
cultural production had reinforced an already established cultural presence in the region. Al-
though, like Valdez, many were inspired by the revolutionary politics of Cuba and Latin 
America, others were equally inspired by more traditional expressions of culture. Self Help 
Graphics may not have been overtly political, yet through the atelier form they conducted 
programs of community development and artist training that motivated and inspired the next 
generation of artists for whom the cultural and the political intersected. In their meeting, they 
created a shared identity, forged by the American experience. Although this process began in 
Los Angeles and Southern California, it was not to be an isolated narrative. Other regions of 
the Southwest had their own cultural norms and traditions. New Mexico, with its nearly 400 
years of Spanish-Mexican history, and Texas with nearly 200 years of history, were not mere 
client states in this process. They contributed to the emerging Southwestern Raza identity, 
giving it nuances that contrasted sharply with the Theater of Protest trope that the Californian 
experience was rooted in. This tension was more than the two dimensional north/south char-
acterization beloved of Anglo-America. Indeed, it reflected the more complex comunidad that 
inhabited the psyche, the languages and the cultures of the American Southwest. 
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Chapter Four: New Mexico 1977-1982 
“Un pueblo que no ayude y no formenta su teatro si no eta muerto, esta moribundo” 
“A people that does not help, and does not encourage its theater is, if not dead, dying.” 
Federico Garcia Lorca  1
The trope of Chicano Theater as accepted in its defining history written by Jorge Huerta, is 
one that is rooted in a political theater crafted in the agitprop tradition of a left leaning politi-
cal model.  The narrative that emerges from this historiography is that politically motivated 2
theater, led by a ‘pure’ leader, leads the good fight, and then becomes corrupted by the need 
to survive economically. La Compañia de teatro de Alburquerque, founded in 1977, was led 
by an impresario who managed to craft classical theater that negotiated a state whose cultural 
and political economy were vastly different from that found in California. In doing so, he 
managed to engage in a program of cultural reengagement with and by the Coloradan His-
panics of the north of the state, all the while also promoting bilingualism that included Anglo 
and Raza New Mexicans into a wider Latinidad world view. The political discourse it pro-
duced was one that rejected the revolutionary themes of companies such as Teatro 
Campesino, by framing them in a historical discourse that was native to the state. This dis-
course promoted co-existence and inclusion rather than the revolutionary separatism beloved 
of Chicano activists such as Rudolfo “Corky” Gonzales and Luis Valdez.  
New Mexico in 1976 was the least known state in the national psyche. Its cultural and lin-
guistic diversity was insulated from change by the state’s geography and the political power 
shared between the state’s Anglo and Hispano elites. Surrounded on its northern and eastern 
borders by mountains, its eastern plains open onto southern Texas. To its south, it is bordered 
by the Chihuahua desert of Mexico, and the multiplex of Las Cruces, El Paso and Ciudad 
Juarez. This geography provided an environment within which a unique culture developed. 
Its economy at this time was heavily dependent upon the military-industrial complex that had 
Federico Garcia Lorca, cited in Felipe Gonzales (ed) Expressing New Mexico: Nuevomexicano Creativity, Rit1 -
ual, and Memory,(Tucson, University of Arizona Press, 2007) 90.
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ty Press, 2000.
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formed around Los Alamos Laboratory and the White Sands Nuclear Testing facilities. A 
state that, throughout its history, enjoyed the largest Native American populations in the 
country, it was also the most linguistically diverse state in the United States. In the south, 
Mexican-Americans dominated the cultural mix, whilst to the north, New Mexican Hispanos 
held onto their isolation and traditions in the face of encroaching modernity.  
Albuquerque in the north of the state is also the state’s economic heart, a city whose popula-
tion remains one of the most diverse in the state. The proportion of the population who were 
of Hispanic origin in Albuquerque in 1970 was 33.8%, which grew to 34.2% by 1980. This 
reflected the state average, which in 1980 stood at 36.7%, and grew to 38.8% in 1990. By 
contrast, the Anglo population fell from 53% in 1980 to 49.6% in 1990,  a decline that con3 -
tinues into the 21st century, despite the influx of people into the state during the 1990s.  Po4 -
litically, New Mexico, is a Democratic Party leaning state, with 65% (550, 418) of the state’s 
population being registered Democrats in 1980. Registered Republicans were, in the same 
year, 29% (359, 347). From 1977 to 1983, Republicans held two of the state’s three seats in 
the United States House of Representatives, and both Senators. By 1990, Democrats outnum-
bered Republicans by a ratio of 1.68 to 1. The counties in the south of the state, home to sig-
nificant Mexican-American populations, Catron, Chaves, Lincoln, Otero and San Juan, are 
collectively known as Little Texas in New Mexico, and remain dominated by Republicans. 
The north of the state, with a higher proportion of Hispanos, remains strongly Democratic.  5
Although the Hispanic and Mexican-American populations did not constitute the majority in 
the Albuquerque/Bernalillo County region during this period, they remained a significant mi-
nority. 
While Santa Fe might be the political capital of New Mexico, Albuquerque is its economic 
center. In 1970, Santa Fe had a Hispanic population of 65%, although this had declined to 
55% by 1980, many residents being drawn to Los Angeles and San Antonio due to economic 
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demands and a lack of employment in the state. These demographics belie the fact that rural 
New Mexico in the north was still largely a Spanish speaking region.  During the late 1960s 6
and 1970s, New Mexico found its isolation was being challenged from within, and questions 
of identity were becoming issues of cultural importance. The 1960s and 1970s saw growing 
numbers of young Latinos, Hispanics and Mexican-Americans enter university and gain ac-
cess to the cultural and intellectual benefits university education offered. Chicanos were dis-
covering their history and a greater sense of their place in national and regional cultural and 
political discourse. It was under the guidance of two important people, the New Mexican 
scholar Miguel Encinas of the University of Albuquerque, and a Puerto Rican playwright 
Jose Rodriguez, that New Mexico’s Spanish and Mexican cultures were to find their voice, 
and a new-found pride in their identities.  
This chapter will examine the history and work of La Compañia Teatro de Alburquerque dur-
ing the period 1977-1982.  It seeks to add substance to the limited scholarship around this 7
period concerning the history of theater, and especially bilingual theater, in New Mexico. It 
will demonstrate that La Compañia created a community development model that contributed 
to the development and furthering of an identity that embraced diversity, while honoring the 
cultural heritage of the state and her peoples. The main source that scholars of Hispanic and 
Mexican-American theater have for the influence and work of La Compañia is written by 
Marcos Martinez in the 2007 book Expressing New Mexico, which provides valuable insights 
into the experience of its director during the period 1987-1991. The reliability of this essay as 
an independent piece of scholarship is compromised by its pursuit of apologetics.  As Mar8 -
tinez admits, this piece was written in “the emerging tradition of first-person analytical schol-
arship.”  This approach, however, carries within itself structural weaknesses. Martinez’ role 9
as artistic director of La Compañia came to a sudden end with his resignation in 1991, with 
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little explanation in the media for this change. Its primary purpose was to explain the circum-
stances of the company’s decline during and after Martinez’ time as artistic director. His abili-
ty to draw from conversations and opinions are illuminating, yet lack veracity due to their 
anecdotal nature. Martinez’ work will serve as a primary document given the participant sta-
tus of its author. It will, however, be examined in relation to the teatro and its archive, rather 
than accepted as being authoritative in its account. Martinez’ contribution fails in this essay to 
describe in any detail the influence and ideological underpinnings that motivated Jose Ro-
driguez and Miguel Encinas as they created their company ‘from scratch’. The only other 
study to date is a short piece written by Susan McCosker.  Drawing from very limited 10
sources, this short work provides only the most basic of narratives, and is not a scholarly ac-
count. Much as Martinez, McCosker’s sole source seems to be a 1979 theater brochure. In-
deed, McCosker’s work is largely unreferenced, and lacking in any detail beyond the most 
general of historical sketches.  
This chapter begins, by examining the history of the company and its artistic director Jose 
Rafael Rodriguez from La Compañia’s founding to the production of its most successful play 
Nuevo Mexico, Si! This reveals that Rodriguez succeeded in creating an actor-centered theater 
engaged in a process of community building that occurred at a pivotal period in New Mexi-
co’s social and political history. The building of community skills and confidence was the 
major strength of the company. At each stage of its growth, it had a consistent and sophisti-
cated political agenda, which impacted upon the nature of identity in New Mexico during this 
period. These aims, articulated from its very inception, and formed within a profoundly New 
Mexican cultural context, succeeded despite the persistence of communal tensions within 
New Mexico. Despite this, it demonstrated that the model of Chicano theater established in 
Los Angeles was by far not the only model. By seeking to create a bilingual theater company, 
both Jose Rodriguez and Miguel Encinas sought to establish a theater of encounter. And from 
this theater of encounter, issues of identity, language, and history, and the societal conversa-
tion attendant to such topics, were framed in ways that were unique to New Mexico. Further, 
 Susan McCosker “La Compañia de Teatro de Alburquerque” in The Drama Review: TDR, 10
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it created a political-theater framework that saw culture as its currency, and identity as its end 
point. 
The marginalization of language and ethnic identity in New Mexico following its annexation 
by the United States promoted an assimilationist policy biased in favor of an English lan-
guage minority in the territory.  This bias was to persist up to the English-Only framework 11
of the No Child Left Behind legislation of the George W. Bush administration in 2001. Such 
biases created a culture whose survival strategies were framed by a noble silence in the face 
of Anglo cultural hegemony as a strategy of survival.  The culture and language of Hispanics 12
in New Mexico, centered in the north of the state, were markedly different from that of 
Southern California and Texas. Many New Mexican Hispanics proudly traced their line of 
descent back to the time of Governor Oñate and the early conquest of the territory that be-
came New Mexico in 1592.  This identity, forged in isolation, and the state’s pueblos-cul13 -
ture, imbued them with a strong sense of being in their homeland.  The state’s inward-look14 -
ing traditions were built upon a triad of language, culture and faith. The yearly cycle of fies-
tas, from the Matachine Dances in Bernalillo County to the Santa Fe Fiesta and the luminar-
ias of the Pastorales, or Christmas Plays, all contributed to a strong sense of identity. This 
identity however, struggled to adapt as it encountered modernity, and the changing nature of 
Southwestern and United States’ culture during the post-World War II political and cultural 
climate.   15
There has been much debate as to the origins of Coloradan Hispanic culture. Many argue that 
it arose in reaction to Anglo-American racism, whilst also seeking to define itself against the 
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Mexican other.  This dynamic had a profound effect upon Hispanos identity, as opposed to 16
Mexican-American constructions of identity. The Chicano civil rights agenda rooted in a 
Mexican identity was not something with which Hispanics who had grown up during the 
1940s and 1950s could identify. Further, they had, outside of the church, no theatrical tradi-
tion of their own from which they could draw meaning. The only theater they were familiar 
with outside of the church, was the Anglo-American theater companies, representing a path to 
assimilation in the eyes of Spanish-speaking New Mexicans. These were the challenges that 
Miguel Encinas faced as he contemplated starting a bilingual theater studies program through 
the Multicultural Education Program at the University of Albuquerque during the early 
1970s. His choice for artistic director was a classically trained Puerto Rican theater director 
and actor, 31-year-old Jose Rafael Rodriguez. 
Jose Rodriguez was born into an upper middle class family in Puerto Rico on 9 March, 1942. 
His schooling from primary to middle school was at the Escuela San Conrada Ponce in Puer-
to Rico. This private Catholic school, run by the Sisters of St Joseph, had a strong devotion to 
the legacy of Pope John XXIII. The social gospel taught at the school found fertile ground in 
a young Jose. During his senior years at high school, he attended the Marianist Preparatory 
School in Beacon, New York. His time at the school for students exploring a vocation in the 
Roman Catholic priesthood came to a sudden end six months into his training due to “my dif-
ficult relationship with the church hierarchy.”  Jose went on to attend the University of Day17 -
ton, Ohio, before completing his degree at Fordham University in 1964. There, his studies 
included English and Philosophy, with minors in Speech and Theology. It was in this envi-
ronment that a love of literature was forged and refined during his undergraduate studies. Al-
though, as his program of study demonstrated, the pull of the church was still an important 
factor in his life. As he began his working life, his artistic inclinations were not at first evi-
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dent in his career choices. Although his family had been aware of his artistic predilections, 
they had hoped that he would “grow out of it”.  18
In 1964, Rodriguez completed an internship at Pinkerton’s Detective Agency at that year’s 
New York World Fair. He then went on to work as a steward with Trans Caribbean Airways, 
and quickly rose to the position of purser for TWA at J. F. Kennedy International Airport. 
This gave him invaluable experience in personal administration and working within a large 
organization. He returned to Puerto Rico to teach Junior and Senior English, Spanish Litera-
ture, Movie Evaluation and Dramatics from 1967-1969, leading to a job working in the Puer-
to Rico Information Service from 1969-1971, rising to Assistant Director of Public Relations 
to the Governor.  His success at a promising political career did not silence his inner rest19 -
lessness, and Jose found himself teaching Spanish at Bank Street College in New York in 
1971. He also supplemented his income by working as a researcher for the US Research and 
Development Corporation.  In his spare time, he began performing at the Spanish Repertory 20
Company.  He got his ‘big break’ when he gained a full scholarship to the Royal Academy 21
of Dramatic Arts in London in 1973, completing his graduate program in 1975. Rather than 
pursuing a promising career in the theater in Europe, Jose returned to the United States that 
year, becoming a full time actor at the Spanish Repertory Company where he stayed until 
1977.  22
Following his time at the Spanish Repertory Company, Jose found himself teaching acting 
classes to striking workers of the United Farm Workers (UFW) where he attracted the atten-
tion of Miguel Encinas, Director of the Multicultural Education Program at the University of 
Albuquerque. Initially hired to develop curriculum and to be a cultural director of the pro-







querque and to foster a local Spanish theater tradition in New Mexico. And so, in 1977 La 
Compañia de Teatro de Alburquerque was formed. From its inception, it had a clear agenda 
and guiding philosophy of bilingualism and of bringing a wider Latinidad world view to New 
Mexican Hispanos. 
1977-1979: The shepherd tends his flock. 
The first challenge the new theater company faced was to recruit members. The new director 
readily made use of the University of Albuquerque's pool of talent. At the same time he also 
opened up opportunities to community members from outside of the university to become 
involved. He and Miguel Encinas’ wider agenda had always been to create a community 
bilingual theater. This agenda was framed in a wider Latinidad or Latino cultural philosophy 
that sought to bring New Mexican Hispanos out of their historic isolation and into a cultural 
conversation with other Latin and Mexicana/o communities on both sides of the United 
States/Mexico border. However, this Latinidad had to be couched in such a way as to be sen-
sitive to New Mexican sensibilities with regard to their history. Northern Hispanics did not 
have a theatrical tradition outside of the nativity, or Pastorales plays performed in their 
church communities. For them, the Chicano theatrical tradition was something foreign. As 
much as Mexican-Americans saw Mexico as their origination-point, New Mexicans saw San-
ta Fe, and then Madrid as theirs. The reasoning behind this cultural framework was grounded 
in their identity and history. For the La Compañia project to succeed, it needed to address this 
division, and to find ways to forge bonds of unity under a common cause. For Jose Rodriguez 
and Miguel Encinas, the struggle to find a New Mexican voice, while remaining true to their 
desire to support bilingualism and classical Spanish literature, was a vital part of a longer 
game plan. If they were to establish a national Spanish Theater Company, they needed more 
than just good drama, they needed to bring both the Mexican-American and Hispanic com-
munities on board.  
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Following the formation of La Compañia de 
teatro de Alburquerque in 1977, the opening 
season of two actos, or one-act plays, was 
well received, and calmed New Mexican 
Hispanic fears that La Compañia was mere-
ly a pretext to promote a Mexican cultural 
program. The scripts chosen for the Christ-
mas season 1977 were both written by the 
Mexican playwright Emilio Caballido.  23
This left-wing gay Mexican playwright was 
famous for his atmospheric depictions of 
rural Mexico, and use of realist images 
combined with the mystical. His Pastores 
de la Ciudad, or ‘Shepherds of the Town’ 
was published originally in 1959, and co-
authored by Luisa Josefina Hernandez.  Journalist 24
Beatriz Uracil, quoting Isabel Vazquez de Castor, wrote that “Caballido’s philosophy behind 
his work Pastores and the evolution of its moralizing function: [by the use] of satire of the 
peccadilloes of pastors and the denunciation of social corruption.”  The play was reset in 25
modern day Mexico City. The character of the devil was cast as a corrupt policeman, and the 
angel was a gardener who sows magic, as a pair of beggars (Mary and Joseph) try to find 
somewhere to bed down for the night whilst they wait for their child to be born.  The coun26 -
terpointing of fantasy and realism was a hallmark of Caballido and his work, and was used to 
great effect in Rodriguez’ staging of the Pastore (or nativity play), Los Pastorales. Along with 
the 20 actors, there was a choir of children who performed New Mexican and Mexican 
Christmas songs. Even the stage was carefully chosen. Los Pastorales was first performed in 
the Church of Saint Philip de Neri in Albuquerque’s Old Town before going to the state’s cap-
 Theater Program, Los Pastores de la Ciudad, La Compañia Archive, UNM, (Box 1, Folder 49).23
 Beatriz Aracil, Fiesta y teatralidad de la pastorela mexicana, (Ciudad de Mexico, Un Oliva, 1996) 53.24
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Figure 4: Theater Program - Pastores 
ital of Santa Fe to be performed at the newly renovated Sancturio de Virgin de Guadalupe.  27
The performances of Los Pastorales were expertly placed for maximum political effect. The 
church of St Philip de Neri is the oldest church in Albuquerque, and the spiritual home for 
Hispanics in the city; whilst the shrine of Guadalupe in Santa Fe was revered by both Mexi-
can-Americans and Hispanos. The fact that La Compañia were allowed to perform in both 
these locations meant they had received the official imprimatur of the church. That approval, 
and the favorable reviews, went a long way toward overcoming the inexperience of the com-
pany, both on and behind the stage. “The problems we have encountered in two and half 
months of rehearsals have bought to light the fact that acting in Spanish is very different to 
speaking in Spanish.”  The theater program for this production was illustrated by Ana Mas28 -
trogiovanni, who illustrated all the company’s production materials from its inception up to 
its final demise. This program, drawn in the style of Miguel Posada, depicted a Pueblos house 
decorated with luminaria, small lamps that line the paths to the home. Its cover presented a 
uniquely New Mexican setting that completed the illusion necessary to get Hispanics on side. 
This was image as politics, as much as it was political theater. 
By the 1978-1979 season, La Compañia was showing growing confidence. Its stable of actors 
had grown to include Margarite Martinez, Gina Torres, Patricia Martinez, and Angie Torres. 
These actors ranged in age from their early twenties, to Angie Torres, who was 53 when she 
began acting with the company. Unlike their more famous rival El Teatro Campesino, La 
Compañia had no shortage of women in its studio stable. This ensured that gender balance 
was not just a token move, but an essential part of its success. Jose Rodriguez continued to 
work with the company, instilling the lessons he had learnt during his time in London and 
New York. Although Rodriguez was never shy about using his connections to famous persons 
to garner favorable reviews when needed, it was the work done behind the scenes and on the 
stage that allowed the company to flourish during this early period. The use of classical Span-
ish theater gave the program a rich trove of material for an audience hungry for theater in 
their mother tongue. It also appealed to the Anglo-Hispanophiles, with an ingrained love of 
 Jack Janowski “Spanish Theatre Troupe to Stage new ‘Pastores.’ in Albuquerque Journal, Dec 121, 1977, 27
(Box 1, Folder 1), La Compañia Archive, UNM. p.1.
 ibid.28
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Spanish classical civilization, providing the right mix for a successful theater program in 
New Mexico.  
Their 1979 production of Fuentovejuna USA, was an adaptation of a play by Lope de Vega y 
Carpio, recast in a southern Texas town. This play was to be La Compañia’s offering for the 
fourth Siglo de Oro Festival, a festival, sponsored by the United States Parks Service, and 
was the company’s first test with out-of-state audiences. The company’s Fuentovejuna USA 
received favorable audience reviews, further vindicating both Jose Rodriguez and Miguel 
Encinas in their project, its aims, philosophy, practice and political agenda. La Compañia and 
Rodriguez’ Fuentovejuna USA (The Sheep-well USA) was considered “one of the most con-
troversial performances…and had the audience buzzing”  They were in good company, with 29
the previous evening’s offering by Mexico’s Compañia Titular de Teatro Estudiantil Colegio 
de Mexico being hailed as ‘Polished performances of Los Moranes (The Onlookers), by Cer-
vantes, and Juan Ruiz de Arcipreste de Hite’s Dona Endrina, were ‘professional, polished 
and traditional’  To receive such praise at this festival bestowed upon La Compañia national 30
and, for a brief period, international importance. 
The reviews for La Compañia, essential to the confidence of such a young troupe, were com-
plimentary. The El Paso Herald Post reviewer wrote “A daring adaptation of Lope de Vega’s 
classic play…infused new life into it, especially for a Southwest audience.”  What audiences 31
saw challenged the traditionalists and caused a stir with the festival’s judges. This adaptation 
used Mexican corridos (a story-telling song form) and sparse set-design that clearly evoked 
the Southwest. The drama was given added depth, and demonstrated the bilingual approach 
central to La Compañia’s remit, by the use of linguistic counterpoint between Spanish and 
English. The villain, played by Ken Estela-Perez, was cast as a US Army General. Whenever 
the General or his officers spoke with him, it was in English. The villagers, led by Fronds 
 Donald T. Dietz, “Fourth Siglo de Oro Drama Festival (Chamizal)”, Latin American Theatre Review (Spring), 29
(Lawrence, Kansas, Department of Spanish and Portuguese, University of Kansas, 1979) p 83.
 United States Parks Service, The Fourth Siglo de Oro Drama Festival Program, La Compañia Archive, 30
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(General Padillo) spoke amongst themselves using de Vega’s 16th Century Spanish. Howev-
er, they spoke English when addressing the General. This counterpointing of language high-
lighted the power relationships their audience experienced in the Southwest. English was 
firmly the language of Los Patronas (The Bosses), with Spanish being seen as a second-class 
language. The cultural and social tensions were made concrete via this representation, and 
were used to both illustrate and establish the role language plays in reinforcing and furthering 
national and community personas. With the death of the general, the officer who replaces him 
suddenly begins to speak Spanish, a cause of joy for the campesinos, or villagers. As a re-
viewer commented, “The sharing of language united New Mexico and Southern Texas, in all 
its complexity.”  Although the festival occurred in a city with two state borders and located 32
next to the border with Mexico, the glue that united them was the place Spanish held in the 
affections of its peoples. La Compañia’s critical reception was not universal in its praise. Al-
though traditionalists disliked La Compañia’s adaptation, more avant-garde and progressive 
companies and audiences were receptive to the reworking. Dietz, one of the three judges, felt 
that the company “did succeed in capturing Lope’s spirit of rebellion, his love for democracy, 
and his appreciation for the individual worth of the gente chicos (small people)”.  Although 33
there was resistance to this adaptation from some quarters, its largely positive audience re-
views appreciated a political and cultural message conveyed via classical Spanish literature. 
The company returned to Albuquerque flushed with success, and enthusiastic to start the new 
season.  The surviving official correspondence from 1980 demonstrated La Compañia’s suc34 -
cess with stakeholders within the Hispanic community of New Mexico. The acting-Academic 
Dean of the University of Albuquerque, J. B. Cranston, wrote on 2 January, 1980, “La Com-
pañia….are to be congratulated on your recent production of “A New Mexico Trilogy”. I…
thoroughly enjoyed the show.” Cranston expressed a desire to maintain a relationship with 
the company, and his hope that the company and the university would continue their relation-
ship in maintaining “a sensitivity and responsiveness to the needs of the Hispanic community 
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Always adhering to the philosophy of Lorca, the 1979-1980 season heralded two of the com-
pany’s most successful works under Jose Rodriguez. These were the overtly political La Pa-
sion de Jesus Chavez, and the hugely popular Nuevo Mexico, Si!. Both of these productions 
were developed against the backdrop of the company incorporating. The financial pressures 
implicit in its incorporation, were that the teatro was also cutting its ties to the University of 
Albuquerque. As a consequence, the company came under the supervision of a board of di-
rectors headed by Miguel Encinas, with Jose Rodriguez confirmed as artistic director.  The 36
company’s growing reputation also began opening doors as a result of the growing political 
support it was enjoying. The Lieutenant-Governor of New Mexico, Roberto Mandragon, 
wrote on 17 July, 1980, “I wish to express my enthusiastic support of….La Compañia…. I 
am anxious to see La Compañia…continue to grow…and to provide the community with the 
best of Hispanic and bilingual theater.” In two-and-a-half years, the company had gone from 37
local oddity to a valued fixture within the Albuquerque and New Mexican cultural scene. 
The end of the 1980 season saw La Compañia join with the City of Albuquerque to revive the 
historic KiMo Theater Building. The city had acquired the property in 1979 in an attempt to 
save it from developers. Without the efforts of La Compañia, the city could never have suc-
ceeded in returning the building to its place in the city’s cultural life, given its growing bud-
get constraints as arts money began to dry up. Marjorie Neset wrote on July 21, 1980, “The 
theatre has had a small operating budget…:La Compañia…has been a tremendous asset.” Not 
only had the company been the first to perform in the newly acquired theater, but it had, “…
assisted in cleaning, repair, presented a full public relations campaign, and served in all box 
office and house management capacities.” This was doubly important in that it was, at this 
time, “the only professional performing theatre group in the city.”  What Jose Rodriguez and 38
Miguel Encinas created went beyond a performance company. They had delivered a troupe 
that was able to function administratively, technically, and artistically, as a nascent profes-
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sional and self-supporting company, all the while, providing a community development mod-
el that was client- rather than leader-focused.  
La Compañia had no need to worry about its place in the New Mexican arts scene. Contem-
porary reviews demonstrated a company maturing into confidence. Its use of adaptations had 
ensured that Hispanos, who mainly lived in the north of state, had become positioned as 
stakeholders. As Jose Rodriguez had outlined in 1978, “What has evolved…touches even 
more deeply the heartbeat of New Mexico.”  Bilingualism and New Mexican Hispanic cul39 -
ture were the twin heartbeats of the company and its audience. La Compañia had staged over 
15 plays in its first three years of operation, and performed in numerous schools and regional 
theaters with support from the government, the Roman Catholic Church and both universities 
in the city. Besides presenting adaptations of classic playwrights’ works from Federico Garcia 
Lorca, Lope de Vega, and Sergio Budanovich, the company was also commissioning works 
by Rudolfo Anaya, whose 1972 book Bless me Ultima had thrust him into the national spot-
light; Denise Chavez, a relatively unknown New Mexican playwright before her involvement 
in La Compañia; and the poet E. A Mares. Each had utilized themes that resonated with audi-
ences in both the north and the south of the state. In their work with the teatro, Anaya, 
Chavez and Mares honed their writing skills for the theater – skills to which they had not 
previously been exposed.   40
In a 2014 documentary on his life, Anaya credited his time at La Compañia with helping him 
learn the art of script writing and development.  His place as New Mexico’s signature writer 41
can, in no small measure, owe some of its success to his time at La Compañia. The company 
had begun sending members to significant institutions, both nationally and internationally, so 
as to gain skills that upon their return to the state proved invaluable in fostering the aims of 
the company as well as their own careers. Marcos Martinez had gained entry to the Juilliard 
School, and Patricia Martinez had been admitted to the Royal Academy for Dramatic Arts in 
London, both on full scholarships. Such a strategy was in keeping with Rodriguez’ philoso-
 “Compañia de Teatro plans play” The Observer, (Box 1, Folder 1), La Compañia Archive, UNM, p15.39
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phy and aims since the inception of the company. He had wanted to nurture Hispanic culture 
and “encourage new writers to develop new scripts with special relevance to New Mexico 
and the Southwest.”  Central to this agenda, was the hope “To develop a center for train42 -
ing…youth and adults, especially Hispanics in the theater arts…This was not however just a 
project for Hispanics, but rather… to develop and deepen a cross-cultural understanding be-
tween the Spanish speaking community and the English speaking populations of the 
region.”  In effect, this created a societal conversation that was framed by encounter and 43
community. Such a strategy could only be achieved with the creation of the conditions “to 
establish a Hispanic Performing Arts Center.”  The creation of a National Hispanic Arts 44
Center was an idea that underpinned the company’s ideology, and remained the ever-present 
goal of Jose Rodriquez and La Compañia. In seeking to achieve this, Rodriguez articulated a 
program that sought to mobilize previously disparate, if not openly antagonistic, communities 
from their long standing political and cultural apathy. He also prompted the Northern Hispan-
ic communities to begin finding common ground with New Mexican Mexicana/os and Ang-
los in articulating a shared identity, as New Mexico sought to find models of development 
beyond tourism and the military.  
With its incorporation in 1979, La Compañia’s growing pool of talent, both on and behind the 
stage, demanded ever growing attention from the Artistic Director. The demands upon his 
time were beginning to take a toll. As Jose Rodriguez clearly stated, “La Compañia is grow-
ing and needs a lot of time and attention…As you know, I am a theater man…I ask you to 
accept my resignation effective April 30, 1980.”  The strain of running the company suc45 -
cessfully was to be a burden that went on to defeat every artistic director trying to meet fi-
nancial obligations, whilst preserving the community building and artistic vision that made 
La Compañia a success. This resignation was certainly no surprise to Encinas. As President 
of La Compañia’s Board of Directors, he was clearly aware of the letter. Any doubts that he 
and Jose may have had about the future of their project were to be cast aside with the compa-
 ‘A New Mexican Trilogy” op.cit p.2.42
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ny’s next production La Pasion de Jesus Chavez. He could not have been aware that it was to 
take Jose another three years before he finally left. 
1980-1983: From La Pasion to Nuevomexicano Si! 
1980 was a tumultuous year in New Mexico. From February 2-3, prison riots in the north of 
the state created a media storm within the tightly knit New Mexican community. The prison 
riot’s causes were no surprise to New Mexicans. Roger Morris, observed, “the riot was a pre-
dictable incident”, with 1,136 inmates in a facility designed for 900, authorities crowded men 
into dormitories that lacked proper sanitation, or provided even the most basic privacy. Pris-
oners were also served extremely poor quality food.  Prison conditions were made worse in 46
1975 by the cancellation of recreational and rehabilitative programs, and most prisoners rou-
tinely being locked up for long periods at a stretch.  These conditions led to increasing vio47 -
lence and fragmentation of administrative effectiveness. A reliance on inmate informants be-
came known as the snitching game and had seen prison violence escalate during the late 
1970s.  In the ensuing riots, 33 inmates died, including 23 from the Protective-Custody Unit. 48
Even after the riots, when inmates were housed in the prison yard, they endured near freezing 
conditions, rape, and gang-based racial violence.  Of those listed in the official death toll, 49
there were one Native American, one African-American, seven Anglo-Americans, and 24 
Hispanics.   50
 Roger Morris, Devil’s Butcher Shop: The New Mexico Prison Uprising, (Albuquerque, University of New 46
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It took Governor Toney Anaya seven years before he agreed to major reforms in 1986.  The 51
need to implement reform had been made abundantly clear, as the prison library and the bulk 
of its collection had remained unscathed throughout the riot. Yet, the will to enact positive 
change did not meet the political agenda of the times.  Certainly, the riots had left the north52 -
ern New Mexican communities traumatized. Very few families, especially those of Hispanic 
and Mexican-American origins, were left 
untouched by the event. It remained as an 
open wound, that everyone was aware of, 
yet no-one wanted to speak about. It was 
against this backdrop that Jose Rodriguez 
penned La Pasion de Jesus Chavez. 
La Pasion de Jesus Chavez was a politically 
charged play, adapted from Mexican play-
wright Vincente Lemero’s El Evangelio de 
Lucas Gavilan. It also drew inspiration 
from Enersto Cadenal’s Salmos, and Cather-
ine de Vinde’s A Passion Play.  Described 53
on its theater poster as A Modern Commen-
tary on the Gospels, Jesus Chavez was a 
fictional labor and Christian leader. Three of 
his disciples, Pedro, Juan and Santiago (Pe-
ter, John and James) are arrested by US immigration 
officers whilst attempting to cross the border from Mexico. While they are imprisoned, they 
begin to evangelize within the prison population. The play very quickly moves to a mass in 
Madera, Chavez’ hometown. There is a confrontation between the parish priest and the may-
oress about the nature of being a Christian. The mayoress reveals to the audience, and the as-
 Ibid. p.110.51
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Figure 5: La Pasion theater poster
tonished priest, an idea of Christ that becomes a clarion call to an awestruck, and receptive 
Chavez. For the mayoress and Chavez, Christ must not be the Pantocrator, or the judge of the 
world. Rather, he was to be kind, brave, and “without the stain of hate in his heart”.  In ef54 -
fect, this was the Jesus Gospel of the Civil Rights Movement as articulated by Dr. Martin 
Luther King Jnr, Dolores Huerta and Cesar Chavez. The rapture that Chavez feels within him 
as faith is born of the vision he sees, leads to a conversion. Chavez leaves his paramour 
(Magdalena), and his Mother (Maria), to spread the Christian message amongst the people.  55
This was not the socially acceptable Christ of the church, but rather the ‘social justice Christ’ 
of Liberation Theology, with a dash of Jesus Christ Superstar thrown in for good measure. 
His ultimate doom was just as ordained, when an industrialist, Mrs Stevenstrong, uses one of 
his disciples to trap him. Chavez is quickly arrested and executed.  The play’s conclusion 56
has the prison population being evangelized by the followers of Jesus Chavez. They had been 
transformed by his story and redeemed by a modern Christ figure.  The play’s message was 57
powerful and direct, in keeping with the passion play tradition. Yet its use of music cast a de-
cidedly Nuevomexicano shadow over the story. Outside of the text, the music gives us the 
best feel for the performativity of the text, given that no recordings of its performance are ex-
tant.  
La Pasion de Jesus Chavez opened with El Corrido de Jesus Chavez, written by Jesus Mar-
tinez specifically for this play. The corrido, a song form popular across the Southwest and 
throughout northern Mexico, is a song form that tells a story. In Southwestern theater, it is 
common to use corridos to set the audience up to be receptive to the play’s narrative, as well 
as share political messages hidden within the thematic structure of the song. The Mexican 
themes were not those with which most Hispanics identified. For them, religious imagery and 
themes where essential in creating an audience who each read their own community’s con-
cerns in the play’s structure. This was achieved with the last verse of the corrido; “The histo-
ries told of another Jesus Divine, one who came to pass pure torment upon this world. And 
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yet He gave the commandments that Jesus Chavez met.”  This verse articulated a political 58
and theological tenet central to Liberation Theology that social justice is a part of the ministry 
of Jesus (and by inference his church) was one rooted in the teachings of Gustavo Guttierez.  59
It also built upon Paul Gauthier’s ‘The Poor Jesus and the Church’ in building a model of so-
cial justice evangelization.  This theological approach argued that human beings have re60 -
sponsibility for their own destiny, and God (Jesus) is responsible for granting salvation in ac-
cord with the intent and actions of the individual. This salvation was not from ‘an on high’ 
God, but rather in how the individual interacts with his/her fellow human beings. As Gut-
tierez wrote, “History is the scene of the revelation God makes of the mystery of His own 
person. His word reaches us in the measure of our involvement in the evolution of history.”  61
This was artfully illustrated in the poster, designed by Ana Mastrogiovanni, of Jesus Chavez 
holding onto prison bars, whilst an image of Christ is seen in his body.  This was drama, dri62 -
ven by the Liberation Theology of Jose Rodriguez, and framed in a manner that resonated 
with Hispanic and Mexican-American audiences alike. 
The role of Jesus Chavez was played by Jose Rodriguez, with the first performance during 
Easter of 1980. Its reception exceeded the dreams of the company’s staunchest supporters. 
The reviews of the show could not have been more glowing. David Jones of the University of 
New Mexico wrote, “I cannot remember a more compelling piece of theatre locally in 
years…It swept us along when it needed to, and let us power when we needed to.”  The re63 -
views from the press during this time were no less fulsome. Keith Raettner of The Santa Fe 
Reporter declared, “La Pasion much more than a play. It is church in a world of few models 
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and little faith.”  The response of the church was crucial to the success of the play in north64 -
ern New Mexico. Any fears were to be allayed when the Hispanic Archbishop of Santa Fe, 
Robert. F. Sanchez, wrote thanking the company for their Easter offering after the company’s 
tour of northern New Mexico with La Pasion. The Archbishop felt that the tour and the play 
had “gone a long way to prove to the people the deep dedication [to the church] of the 
teatro.” With this written support and recommendation to “your various proposals to founda-
tions, or to other sources, for financial assistance”, La Pasion went on to be performed in a 
second season’s tour in 1981, and was revived for a third season in 1984.  This success was 65
mirrored in the praise by the political elites within the state. Teresa Chappam Samara, Na-
tional Vice-Chair for the Hispanic-American Democrats, stated it best: “As a member of the 
Hispano community….I wish to complement and encourage the Compañia…for its outstand-
ing work in the area of bi-lingual theatrical art…its excellent quality and professionalism, and 
a source of pride for all of us.”   66
Not all of the correspondence for La Compañia’s bilingual theater was filled with praise and 
admiration. However, the voices of protest increasingly sounded out of step with the praise 
and support the teatro enjoyed from the Hispanos in the north of the state, and the growing 
populations of Mexican-Americans in the south. Dale Kappy, writing for the New Mexico 
Lobo, opens with, “Pasion is bilingual theater.”He goes on that “…it is….a socio-political 
drama about oppression in the world of poor Mexicans, and oppression in the world of 
prison.” He lamented that “most of the dialogue is spoken in Spanish..” What followed 
demonstrated that he neither understood the dialogue, nor the narrative of the play: “the audi-
ence laughed at what clearly must have been risqué colloquialisms.” No reading of the text 
reveals any risqué humor in the script. There is political and social commentary, yet the sub-
tlety of the political humor was clearly lost on the disengaged and monolingual Mr Kappy. 
Later in the article, he writes, “If bilingual theater is to succeed, then it needs to cater more to 
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 Archbishop Robert F. Sanchez, letter dated July 31, 1980, (Box 4, Folder 1), La Compañia Archive, UNM.65
 Teresa Chamorro Samara, to Daniel L. Lopez (Pres),letter dated July 23, 1980, (Box 1, Folder 47), La Com66 -
pañia Archive, UNM.
 103
English speaking members of the audience.”  The position he postulated around the bilin67 -
gualism of La Compañia is a side of the bilingual approach that escapes many observers. 
That is, that the bilingualism utilizes both languages to effect. One suspects that for Mr. Kap-
py, bilingualism is something that Anglos have no need to engage with. He does suggest that 
if bilingualism and nuevomexicano history were to find their voice, “they needed to be moved 
from the wings and placed in center stage, and one suspects, to be in English.”  Spanish New 68
Mexico was ready for its history to be told, even if members of the Anglo elite were not. For 
it to be a truly Nuevomexicano history, a Spanish story with a New Mexico twist, then what 
was needed was for it to be allowed to speak with its own, authentic, Spanish voice, with all 
the contradictions that such a voice raised in its audience, and the players upon the stage. 
What arose out of this yearning became the most financially and popular of its works. Both 
La Compañia, and New Mexico were finally ready for Nuevo Mexico, Si!  69
Art scholar Tomas Ybarra-Frausto defined the agenda of what became known as the Chicano 
Art Movement as being one of “cultural reclamation, historical reconstruction of social mem-
ory, action and self-invention.”  As much as the Chicano Art Movement forged a common 70
identity for Mexican-Americans within Southwestern United States, it inspired and provided 
an ideological (and esthetic) framework upon which audiences could begin to construct their 
own identities. “With terror as my companion, I dip into my life, and begin to work on my-
self.”  The need for Mexican-Americans to juggle competing identities, can confound those 71
whose identity is not formed within a multicultural framework. “The question of identity is as 
much a question for emancipatory politics, as it is for the artist, the writer, the actor. The artist 
facilitates a process “El Camino de la mestiza”  that includes… spaces of transition towards 72
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a new way of thinking and feeling.”  The process such a search calls for is a reframing of the 73
mythos by which Chicanos, Hispanos and Latinos within the Southwest, can change not just 
how they see themselves, but how they behave in history. It is a search for agency, termed in 
the language of Anzaldúa as facilidad, as much as it is a search for a shared identity. This 
process, the search for a shared identity as nuevomexicanos [New Mexicans], was firmly at 
the core of Jose Rodriguez’ work Nuevo Mexico Si! 
Nuevo Mexico, Si! was written and directed by Jose Rodriguez in 1981.  His motivation for 74
writing this opus was as much personal as it was artistic necessity and political expedience. 
His love of northern New Mexico’s culture, history and for him, most importantly, faith, had 
come as a total surprise to him. “I had never met…northern New Mexico people, and I was 
struck by their resemblance to the old Puerto Rica culture which is gone now.”  Inspired, he 75
began to pen a ‘history’ of New Mexico and its peoples. The play was from its inception, an 
ambitious project. It set out to stage the history of New Mexico from just before Coronado’s 
expedition of 1539, up to 1943, the year of the first atom bomb test. It made extensive and 
successful use of rancheros (Hispanic cowboy music, a popular New Mexican musical form), 
to provide interludes and ensure that the play maintained a measured pace. Given the period 
of time being covered by this text, it could do no more than a representative pastiche of the 
history Rodriguez was condensing into this ‘musical romp through history’. Yet its cultural 
agenda was one easily missed, as the ‘cavalcade of history’ wrapped its audience in strategi-
cally crafted history as entertainment.  As such, it represents, culturally, the most political of 76
the company’s plays, even though it is rarely seen as such. Its cultural agenda was one that 
spoke to the Anglo as much as to the Hispanic. An invitation to share in the New Mexican 
identity via an agenda of cohabitation and tolerance. This was no mestizaje agenda, a blend-
ing and emergence of new identities, as espoused during the Mexican Revolution of 1910. 
Neither New Mexico, nor the Anglo Southwest was ready for that. Where La Pasion de Jesus 
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Chavez was a vehicle for bringing the Hispanic and the Mexican-American together, Nuevo 
Mexico Si! was a vehicle for bringing the Spanish/Mexican and the Anglo into the same nar-
rative. Its success was to articulate a New Mexican narrative within a New Mexican dis-
course, all the while keeping the audience entranced by the spectacle. 
The two-act play, Nuevo Mexico, Si! opens with the arrival of Coronado in 1539, continuing 
through to the governorship of Oñate, and the Pueblo Revolt of 1680. It then covers the New 
Mexican Reconquista, or the Reconquest of 1692, following the Pueblos Revolt led by P’ope. 
This whirlwind of a narrative concludes with Don Pedro Pino Goes to Spain (1812), which 
although recounting events from history, could not have failed to give its audience a wry 
smile, as the title and the scenes’ narrative resemble elements of the famous movie Mr Smith 
Goes to Washington. The next section of this act is titled The Mexicans. It begins with the 
“Mexican Independence Celebration; of the Chimayo Rebellion of 1837”, and concludes with 
The United States Declares War on Mexico. The narrative in Act Two leaps to 1846, with The 
Gringos are coming, and The Taos Rebellion of 1847. This is followed by Rome appoints 
Jean Baptiste Lamy as Archbishop of New Mexico in 1851. The scene concludes with The 
Long Walk of the Navajo’s (1862). The middle of Act Two spans New Mexico’s time as a ter-
ritory of the United States, and is given the title of The Americans. This section deals with the 
Colfax and Lincoln County Wars and concludes with Statehood in 1912. The play’s conclud-
ing scene La Enteya de la Novia , or ‘Waltz of the Governors’, as it is written in the script, 
brings this section of the narrative to its conclusion. The English section title is an odd muta-
tion of the Coloradan Spanish, as a more accurate translation would be ‘The Dance of the 
New’. Certainly both titles were designed to elicit differing responses from the Anglo and 
Spanish audiences, whilst attempting to limit the damage that might occur by misunderstand-
ings or misreading of the text. Regardless of the reasons for the translation, now lost, this fi-
nal section covers the period 1912-1943.  The final scenes deal with The Atomic Bomb and 77
the closing number, a jaunty song extolling the virtues of The Bomb. 
What little that has been written on this play merely notes its general themes and form, and 
its success. Unfortunately there are no recordings of its performance, and study of the play is 
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severely hampered by the fact that only one handwritten copy of the script exists in the public 
archive. Such a loss is not just a blow to scholarship, but also to the heritage and history of 
New Mexico. For the researcher, close study of the text contained within the script’s hand-
written pages reveals a historical account that is rooted in contemporary scholarship. The nar-
rative of a New Mexico that was built from multiple societies who achieved a tolerant peace, 
as each wave of settlement encountered, learning to live with each other, was promoted by 
John Kessels, and taken up with vigor within the University of New Mexico and the Univer-
sity of Albuquerque during the 1970s.  Kessel’s work drew from the popular 1885 study by 78
William G. Ritch,   Aztlán: The History, Resources and Attractions of New Mexico.  Ritch, 79
as president of the Historical Society of New Mexico, created an apologia for the annexation 
of New Mexico by writing a history based on the evolutionist theory of development ex-
pounded by Lewis Henry Morgan in his Ancient Society.  This text was very popular in New 80
Mexico in the period leading up to statehood in 1912. The use of epochs in the structure of 
the play was firmly rooted in the work of Ritch.  And although Ritch’s work was a justifica81 -
tion of the colonialist agenda of the United States in New Mexico, it was, in the output of 
John Kessels and La Compañia, being repurposed to serve the cultural agenda of a New 
Mexico, wherein the Anglo was a minority and Spanish was a primary language for many 
New Mexicans. Regardless of the biases, this scholarship provided a consistent and integrat-
ed narrative, within which the homeland was not the mythic   Aztlán of Chicano nationalism, 
but rather a re-awakening of community pride amongst Hispanics, and the promotion of a 
renewed interest in the history of New Mexico. 
The play’s narrative begins with two Hispanics dressed as peasant farmers having a conversa-
tion about their community’s history. Their narrative commences with Columbus’s voyage to 
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the West Indies in 1492; it then jumps to the conquest of Mexico some twenty years later, 
with no commentary concerning the intervening years. After the two farmers extol the 
“majesty of richness of Tenochtitlan,” Aztec capital of Mexico, they continue with their nar-
ration: “To many of us it seemed doubtful whether we were asleep or awake…for never yet 
did man see, hear, or dream of anything to equal the spectacle which appeared to our eyes on 
that day in the year of Our Lord 1519.”  This date, well known amongst New Mexican His82 -
panos (plus any Pueblos Indians who might have attended the performance) in the audience, 
was the year of the arrival of the conquistadores to what became known as New Mexico. The 
indigenous inhabitants of New Mexico, the Pueblos Indians, lived in a world beset by invad-
ing Apaches from the North during this time. Although they faced violent invaders, yet “They 
[still] cherished peace”   83
The first words spoken in the play by an identifiable character follow the musical segment, 
The Conquistador’s Song, a well-known cancion in northern New Mexico. The dialogue that 
follows is presaged in the words of the song. Vasquez de Coronado declares in Spanish be-
fore a group of assembled Pueblos Indians:  
“In the name of his Catholic Majesty, King Charles of Spain, To Francisco Vazquez de Coro-
nado; I grant possession of this land.”  
The Pueblos discuss the events in English.  
Indian: What is he saying? 
Turco: I don’t know…but I wouldn’t argue with him.” 
As Coronado demands fealty from the Pueblos, he demands to know where the Emperor of a 
great golden city lay. The Pueblos Indians look at each other, and waving towards the west, 
respond with “Wahati, Wahati” (Keep going, keep going).  84
After a brief interlude, the two narrators continue. The events of Coronado’s expedition are 
quickly described and the narrative jumps ahead 40 years, as the expedition to the new terri-
tories was initiated by the viceroy of New Spain, Don Luis de Velasco, and his chaplain, Fa-




ther Rodrigo. The viceroy exclaims, “Our Gracious Lord”, when he is interrupted by Father 
Rodrigo, “His Most Catholic Majesty…” using a tone of authority. The viceroy nimbly 
changes his declaration “Yes, of course. His Most Catholic Majesty…” The conquest of New 
Mexico was to be a religiously inspired invasion with the aim of ‘freeing’ the native peoples 
from their lacking in the grace of the church. The failure of the text to critique this fact can be 
raised in support of a thesis long held against the Chicano Movement. This thesis states that 
in seeking redress from the colonial oppression of the Raza communities across the South-
west, Chicano artistic output itself committed acts of colonial oppression by eliding First Na-
tions accounts from their own narrative. Although the play Nuevo Mexico Si! can be critiqued 
on this omission, it does not detract from the purpose of the play, to present a narrative that 
spoke (however imperfectly) to a more inclusive vision of New Mexican identity. In response 
to the viceregal declaration, one of the narrators continues: “That land has proved a veritable 
burial ground of a New Mexico.” He is answered, “My Mother said the whole thing started 
boldly. That is to be expected. Government and church officials are always poking their royal 
holy noses into everything.”  This jaunty narrative finds its birth in the pages of Lewis H. 85
Morgan and John Kessels’ works concerning the Hispanic conquest. They portrayed the set-
tlers as “good and honest farmers, led by a cruel governor”.  It can be argued that this is 86
simply a more sophisticated form of agitprop, with the patrons/bosses being replaced by 
Church and Imperial authorities. Whatever its biases, it sets up the narrative for one of the 
most traumatic, and divisive events of New Mexican history, the Pueblos Revolt of 1618.  
The Pueblos Revolt was led by a shaman P’ope, who had managed to unite the 19 Pueblos 
(communities or villages) into an alliance that sought to free itself of Spanish colonial author-
ity. He had gathered these autonomous communities together so as to cast out the Spanish in 
response to the cruelty of Governor Oñate. In Rodriguez’ text, the church was portrayed as 
attempting to rebuke the governor, to no avail. Again, Jose Rodriguez could not bring himself 
to speak against the church. This was possibly due to the fact that he had become enamored 
of northern New Mexican Catholic mysticism, as much as his devotion to Los Hermosos de 




ing in New Mexico, he was more sympathetic to the Spanish, to the cost of Native American 
Pueblos peoples. Whatever his reason, the script stages a conversation between two ‘ordinary 
Pueblos’. “Though most are cruel, yet some are good.” One of the Pueblos Indians comments 
to his friend concerning the Spanish, “They shield us from the Apache and Comanche.” As 
they nod at this a Pueblos runner approaches them with terrible news. Disease has broken out 
in the Pueblos, stirring up tensions and fears that lay the blame for the outbreak upon the 
Spanish. The scene ends with the Pueblos exclaiming loudly “Revolt, Revolt.”  87
The play’s narrative, although faithful to the established historical record, is not attentive to 
the context, and true length of time involved. Admittedly, it did not seek to be a faithful 
record of events. Rather, it was a series of montages that assumed the audience identified 
with the narrative unfolding, and were knowledgeable of the essential facts of the history be-
ing presented. To Hispanics, this was the accepted history not just of their state, but of their 
families. The theater the play was staged in was located on land settled during the events be-
ing staged. There was no need, as in Chicano theater in Los Angeles, to create an origination 
myth, as residents of Albuquerque were very aware of their history. For many in the audi-
ence, this was their homeland. It was also the homeland of the Pueblos. What the audience 
observed was a narrative many held to be their personal history.  
For Anglo audiences, this history was new to them, and so they were being positioned so as 
to empathize with the settlers and the ‘good Pueblos’. Certainly, what the Anglo and Spanish 
audiences shared was the collective need to not address the conquest and oppression of native 
populations. This text, therefore, is a contract between company and its audiences that we are 
here to create a narrative as distinct and important to state identity as the Alamo is to Texas. 
Unlike the Texas mythos, Nuevo Mexico, Si! firmly sought to articulate that both sides of the 
Unites States/Mexico conflict were forced by circumstances beyond their control into con-
flict. Left to their own devices, the two communities’ natural inclination was to live together 
as neighbors.  
 ibid. pp.9-1087
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As much as this play was about history, it was about reaffirming a New Mexican apologetics 
for the colonialism of Imperial Spain and its church. These apologetics, with their own glar-
ing inconsistencies, underpin what then follows in the script, the Pueblos Revolt, an impor-
tant and traumatic episode in New Mexican history. An event that had seen the Spanish set-
tlers thrown out of New Mexico, then invited back 19 years later, was given barely a page of 
dialogue.  The dense dialogue offered at this point covers over the fact that the Revolt and 88
Reconquest, which lasted over 19 years, had been presented in as many minutes.  
With the Reconquest, a new beginning, the governor, Diego de Vargas, was cast in a far more 
humane light than his predecessor; de Vargas makes a public declaration to the assembled 
Pueblos and Spanish settlers, “We come not to punish. You must lead the pueblos peacefully 
and enter the fold of our King.” Although the Pueblos were initially reluctant to accept the 
negotiated peace, they eventually accepted the necessity of such a peace, even if it required 
military pressure to do so. This peace is presented as having a religious context when de Var-
gas consecrates his mission with the words “Mother of God,…reclaim this land for God and 
King, and place it under Your protection. For you are La Conquistadora”. La Conquistadora, 
or The Virgin of the Conquistadors, is an important part of Hispanos faith. Her shrine, located 
in St Francis’ Cathedral in Santa Fe, links her devotees to her shrine in Madrid, Spain. This 
devotion, most importantly for New Mexicans, expresses their connection (however fanciful) 
to Spain rather than Mexico. It also robed their reconquest within a religiously ordained dra-
ma that many Hispanics accepted, and which the church in northern New Mexico actively 
taught. Jose Rodriguez could not have chosen his words better, given the audience this play 
was staged in front of. He had also given his audience a narrative that challenged the anti-
Mexican trope of Southwestern history that Anglos actively promoted after the annexation of 
the region in the 19th century. As such, the play sought to educate Anglos and Mexicanos as 
to Hispanic history in the state. It also sought to instill in Hispanos greater pride in their her-
itage, and a more active involvement in the political and cultural life of their state. The scene 
ends with an affirmation of the New Mexican, as opposed to the Mexican in their collective 
history. It is in this light that the play jumps ahead again to address the Mexican period in 
New Mexican history. 
 ibid. p.1088
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As the next scene opens, 
the date is 1776. A 
group of New Mexican 
peasant women enter 
from the side stage and 
are engaged in animated 
banter with each other. 
One of them suddenly 
speaks to the audience: 
“Women should learn 
from the Pueblos. Have 
a rebellion every now and then. And win a 
measure of respect. Few demands would be placed upon us.”  Besides being an oblique ref89 -
erence to Aristophanes political comedy Lysistrata, this piece of dialogue, a paraphrasing of 
Thomas Jefferson from his 1787 letter to James Madison, was both a statement about the 
need to agitate for women’s rights during this time, and a reflection of New Mexico’s treat-
ment during its struggle for statehood, and in the nation at large. It also cleverly wove the 
radical philosophy shared between these two Founding Fathers into the narrative, without 
getting distracted by ‘too much’ historical detail. This is reinforced when one of the group 
proclaims, “Somos la gente de razon. They’re rich and landed gentry. Pues qui no? As with 
all the well-to-do, their children will be too. But they’ll embrace us…If we always know our 
place.”  The pastoral image of farmers tilling the soil and praying for better weather is a ro90 -
mantic one. However, the imagery it created owed more to the political imaginings of Jeffer-
son, or the aristocratic imaginings of impoverished Hispanic communities, than the realities 
of New Mexican history. In this idealized past, people sought only to live as ‘good’ (Catholic) 
subjects of the King. They had no desire to create an empire, but merely to be “Good neigh-
bors…Co-existence is best.”  The constant themes throughout the play were that the church 91
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Figure 6: A scene from La Sueno de Navida.
was placed in the role of victim to those who sought power as it protected its powerless flock. 
The text ignores, or its author avoided, that the church in New Mexico, much as it was in 
Texas and California, had been an agent of power and significant oppression.  
The portrayal of the church in Nuevo Mexico Si! is nuanced, yet uncritical of its failings. This 
was not an inclusive tableau that allowed the Pueblos Indians or other dissenters to speak, but 
was clearly a script in keeping with Rodriguez’ own entrancement with New Mexican 
Catholic spirituality, and the perspective of Hispanos to their faith during the late 1970s. 
Rather than attack the church for its failings, the text offers a hint at the injustices of the past, 
with a promise that justice will win in the end, with the ministrations of the Franciscan Fa-
thers. “Somos Los Padres Franciscanos. We serve the Pueblos and we serve Hispanos. As our 
Savior taught of others. We are gentle, kindly brothers. But if we need be. We know how to 
get tough!”   92
Rather than deal with the underlying threat implicit in the ‘kindly brothers’ statement, the dia-
logue returned to its portrayal of women and mothers as those who are most oppressed. “So-
mos las Mujeres opi. Being single is a prison we must flee! But when tired and overweight. 
From cleaning house and raising eight. We find that life is….Just a prison once again.”  The 93
script then expounds on the arrival of the Comanches in 1776. The Kingdom of New Mexico 
was forced to unite in the face of this threat. What they needed, in Rodriguez telling, was to 
unite behind the (Catholic) Christian faith. It is here that the narration asks an important ques-
tion: “It is not Christian life to speak condescendingly of them , or other Indios. I often won-
der how we would behave if another race would come and take our land from us, and tried to 
change our customs, and our God?”  Missing an opportunity to reassess their history, the 94
narration continues; “the ‘independent’ Kingdom of New Mexico is threatened by Comanch-
es to the north, and by ‘Chihuahua merchants’ to the south. The kingdom then sends an emis-





changes to La Cortes (The Royal Congress) in which New Mexico and the other Latin Amer-
ican kingdoms were represented in the federal empire of Spain.   95
Don Pedro of New Mexico warned the assembled imperial notables of changes occurring 
outside the Empire. The French had ceded Louisiana to the Spanish Crown. Additionally, 
“The Americans, a new and sovereign nation…are well aware that in the past New Mexico 
has been neglected by the Crown.”  This scene ends with a warning, and another section of 96
narrative that condenses history by adding the Napoleonic settlement with Jefferson and the 
Louisiana Purchase to its account of New Mexico’s attempt to seek imperial aid against the 
wolves to the north, and the coyotes to the south. Rather than seek independence, New Mexi-
co sought to reform the Empire, but was thwarted by Mexico’s growing list of grievances 
against the Crown. The Mexican delegate concludes the scene with his warning to the Cortes, 
“There’s revolution brewing. Attend to our needs, or Mexico is lost.” The scene closes with 
the proclamation “Que viva Mexico! Que viva la Independencia!”  97
Nuevo Mexico Si! presents the declaration of Mexican Independence as being filled with op-
timism. “No More restrictions. Now we’ll have schools and better courts.” Lurking in the 
wings, however, was the threat of an expanding United State to Mexico’s new found free-
dom. It was at this point that a group of traders enter the stage, declaring, “We have come to 
blaze a trail. Our destiny is manifest…Oh, amigos, why don’t we join hands? Have a look at 
all the things we’ve brought. As we slowly take your land.”  The script makes a clear link 98
between the clash of Catholic and Protestant ideals and aims. The Catholic aims, are those of 
community, loyalty and tradition. The Protestant, are of exploitation and individualist poli-
tics.  These differences are not dwelt on beyond a brief comment, as the narration continues: 99
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“In Mexico there were 12 presidents in 8 years… in New Mexico we were always in danger 
of celebrating a conqueror after he had fallen. But celebrate we did.”  This instability was 100
blamed on the ‘US traders’, who purportedly created political instability to further their own 
financial interests. The pattern of New Mexico as a loyal client state is a constant trope of 
both this play, and the historiography from which it drew its inspiration. Rodriguez was mak-
ing fulsome use of this fact to paint a picture that cast the best light upon the Hispanos and 
their church, whilst laying the blame for all that befell New Mexico at forces beyond its con-
trol. At this point, the text suddenly introduces the audience to United States President James 
Polk’s invasion of New Mexico, with little warning or explanation. This brevity is echoed 
when the only memorable mention of Mexico’s response was that it promised much, but was 
“too lax”.   101
Although the chronology in the play’s text that outlines the period covering the annexation of 
northern Mexico is barely three pages, it does include, however briefly, the period 
1810-1842, and the Mexican history of what was to become the United States Southwest. Lit-
tle is said of the transition from Spanish Imperial to Mexican Republican government, and 
the instability that led in the mid-1830s to a civil war. President Santa Ana had established a 
centralizing government policy, replacing the loose federalism, driving the Mexican State of 
Tejas to declare independence in 1835. This led in 1837 to New Mexico overthrowing its 
governor and declaring, however briefly, independence. Full independence, however, was 
denied New Mexico by the victory of Don Manual Armijo. It was he who exploited class di-
visions within the kingdom so as to further his own aims, leading to the Mexican-American 
War of 1840, events that are absent from the play’s narrative. History in this context was a 
tool that Rodriguez utilized as he attempted to foster a culture of biculturalism and bilingual-
ism in the state by the play Nuevo Mexico Si! The play makes the case that the annexation of 
New Mexico was contrived by the United States for its own benefit. It does not place these 
events in any historical context and, in so doing, reinforces the message that New Mexicans 




power. The first act concludes with United States President James Knox Polk being presented 
as “just another conquering King.”  102
The second act opens with a dialogue between an Hispano and an American, with a chorus of 
nondescript New Mexicans gathered around, all talking. Each is speaking from their own per-
spective, failing to hear each other. An Anglo-American completes the dialogue with a chill-
ing observation: “In conclusion, keep your shoes on. Don’t take flight, or gold or alcohol. 
Continue please, your expertise at farming, tending land and all. No pepper, not an onion…. I 
assure you shall be taken…. If you kindly follow orders….And if not, you see, we’ll hang 
you all.”  For the audience, the narrative has come full circle. Now, it is the Hispanos who 103
face new masters. This time, the play does not shy away from the brutality of the United 
States occupation. It is a Hispanic priest who laments, “When will we learn, history repeats 
itself…Once again we are ruled by outsiders, who neither know or care for our ways.” He 
goes on to wonder if there is “a better way to mingle our blood than in the dust of the 
Earth?”  If this hope was to be met in kind, then the dialogue that follows made the policies 104
of the new territorial government clear in their intent. Senator Smith of the US Senate ap-
pears on the side stage declaring, “Ours is a government of a white race.” This racial preju-
dice is positioned against the perceived inclusion of New Mexico and its culture. Co-exis-
tence as an ideological foundation of New Mexico was presented as a local solution, born of 
a shared history. This is not the only purpose of the play. It also sought to recast La Leyendra 
Blanca, or the White Myth of Spanish colonialism. La Leyendra Blanca had been cast in re-
action to a history of polemical vitriol framed as La Leyendra Negra/The Black Myth.  This 105
myth claims that Spanish culture was decadent, superstitious and lazy. The continuing influ-
ence of La Leyendra Negra/The Black Myth continues to have resonance into the 20th and 
21st centuries. As Fernández Álvarez observed in 1995, this ideology was “The careful dis-
 Rodriguez, Nuevo Mexico Si! op.cit. p.20102
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tortion of the history of a nation, perpetrated by its enemies, in order to better fight it….with 
the goal of achieving a specific aim: the moral disqualification of the nation.”  106
 The power of myth can bias audiences before they have even seen the opening of the curtain. 
Countering negative attitudes towards Spanish colonialism without directly attacking Anglo-
colonialism was a balancing act that Rodriguez and La Compañia relished during this period. 
The outcome of their work, Nuevo Mexico Si! reframed Spanish colonialism in New Mexico 
in the audience’s imagination. In so doing, he promoted the belief that New Mexican history 
and culture added to the creation of a unique identity formed of its many parts. This proto-
mestizajismo ideology was a fixture in the background of much of the Chicano and Mexicano 
writing during the late 1970s and early 1980s. Certainly, with the cultural production of La 
Compañia, it was an ideology in the early stages of its development. However, this proto-
mestizaje, with its message of inclusion and diversity, stood in contrast to the Anglo-Ameri-
can model of assimilation and economic exploitation. By addressing this dynamic without 
actually exploring the cultural ramifications of such mestizaje, audiences were given a sym-
pathetic reading of the tropes of Hispanic history in New Mexico. Certainly, this was more 
sophisticated than portraying the Anglo-elites as merely being pig-faced brutes. Yet hidden 
within its narrative was the framework of a New Mexican mestizajismo/philosophy of the 
mestizo. Even through its deficiencies, rather than creating a totally new paradigm, the play 
repurposed events and ideas. It also established that the territory/state’s experience of being 
ruled by differing hegemons, became with time, just another layer of New Mexican history. 
This was no separatist call to action, but rather a call to work within the system, the state, and 
as a consequence, the nation. As such, it presented a clearly different political agenda to that 
of the Chicano Movement, for this was a politics that sprung from the earth of New Mexico, 
the sands of the Chihuahuan desert, and sprawling plains of southern Texas.  
The final stage of the play Nuevo Mexico Si! covers an astonishing 70-year span of time in a 
very short period. It begins with the appointment of Archbishop Jean Baptiste Lamy as the 
 “...cuidadosa distorsión de la historia de un pueblo, realizada por sus enemigos, para mejor combatire. Y una 106
distorsión lo más monstruosa posible, a fin de lograr el objetivo marcado: la descalificación moral de ese 
pueblo, cuya supremacía hay que combatir por todos los mediossine…” Alfredo Alvar, La Leyenda Negra 
(Madrid, Akal: Historia de Mundo, 1997) 5.
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first non-Hispanic Archbishop of Santa Fe in 1850 – an historical inaccuracy, as Lamy was 
installed in 1853 as a bishop. However, this is history as spectacle, not fact. Archbishop 
Lamy is presented in Rodriguez’ play as having initiated the first attempts to suppress Span-
ish and promote English as the preferred language of church and state. Certainly, the Arch-
bishop faced resistance from a local priest in Taos, named as Padre M. The play does make a 
clear case that language was the most divisive issue during the 19th century in New Mexico. 
As the good Padre M asks, “Will they be penalized for speaking the language with which 
they learned to talk to God?”, a question which audience members must have felt as having 
resonance given the growing debates about the role of English in the United States during this 
time.  The Padre’s debate with the Archbishop reaches its conclusion, with the Padre fear107 -
ing for the future of ‘his people’, even though he blessed the Archbishop with his last 
breath.  Language and politics were to be issues of major concern in the state until 2010 108
when the state passed the Bilingual Education Act 2010. The drama unfolding on the stage, it 
can be argued, was the first foray towards advocating for an official bilingualism in New 
Mexico, and the political means for promoting this policy. The pace of the play moves for-
ward from this point with increasing speed, yet its message becomes very clear. For Ro-
driguez and his audience, the church was the anchor upon which New Mexican society was 
built. It might be diverted from its evangelical mission by men seeking glory but, at its core, 
it was the mainstay in the daily lives of the audience, and there it should remain. 
Continuing the practice of using a chorus of three New Mexicans, the play covers the coming 
of the railroads to Albuquerque in 1880, and the pacification of the Apache nation in 1886, in 
just two pages of dialogue.  The scene concludes with the declaration of statehood by Pres109 -
ident Taft in 1912. What then follows are a litany of grievances by the working and farming 
peoples of the state that every time ordinary New Mexicans stood up to claim their rights, 
they were cut down by an Anglo-American governor. Without addressing the complaints 
raised, the play’s dialogue moves quickly to 1943, and the establishment of the Los Alamos 
 August, D., Goldenberg, C., & Rueda, R. “Restrictive state language policies: Are they scientifically based?” 107
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Laboratories. As the scene opens it is 1943, the chorus chant “Jobs, jobs jobs”. The chorus 
continues, “Have a Whopper and a Coke in your tight-skin jeans. White your teeth, and turn 
white, and your eyes give birth and you feel free! Come on New Mexico! Show me your 
wonders.”  This is where the political agenda of the play comes to the fore. Anglos are here 110
portrayed as largely unsympathetic to the plight of the Hispanic New Mexicans, a theme that 
is common throughout much of Chicano theater production during this time. It is ordinary 
men and women of the state who preserve their customs and faith, not their elites. It was they 
who maintained a way of life that allowed them to survive the harshness of their environ-
ment, even if such preservation ignored the influence of the Pueblos peoples in this process. 
All Hispanics needed to do, the text exhorted, was to take their case and work through, and 
within the system. The play jumps to the Rio Aribe County Courthouse occupation by Reies 
Tijerina, whose battle for Hispanos land rights in the 1960s made him a hero for many in the 
state.  It is with this scene that the play moves to its conclusion. As a choir finishes a musi111 -
cal interlude, the chorus emerges from the side of the stage arguing, “Let’s not forget the 
lessons of the past…many have tried to subjugate this land. But it will not be possessed by a 
single man…To her we are all the same…”  112
  
As a piece of theater, this was the most successful play for La Compañia. While its treatment 
of the history left much to be desired, that was not the reason it was written. This play, 
framed in history, was a call to a particular type of action. This was not some Aztec fantasy of 
a separate homeland, but rather a New Mexican identity, forged by a history of accommoda-
tion and coexistence, within the United States of America. Each stage of the play was careful-
ly crafted to elicit sympathy from its audience, as well as to instill pride in a shared sense of 
history. It also served as a piece of apologetics for the Roman Catholic church’s involvement 
in the history of the state and its peoples. This was a work framed around a state identity with 
its own history, and its own unique identity. Nuevomexicano/New Mexican identity was built 
 ibid. pp.50-51110
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around a shared Spanish language, and a profoundly mestizo culture. This play represents as 
much a call for pride, as it was an exercise in communal historical drama. Its clarion call to 
action was simple. This journey, a journey to a shared identity, began and ended with the 
words, Nuevo Mexico, Si! The optimism that this play ended with inaugurated a period of 113
change for La Compañia. As the company enjoyed success, patronage and a devoted support 
base, long-simmering divisions threatened to resurface, as the departure of its founder Jose 
Rodriguez became an unavoidable reality.  
 ibid.113
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Chapter Five: New Mexico 1982-1991:  
La Compañia’s political effect resulted not from traditional notions of politics, but from 
recognition of the inherent nature of the status quo. What makes La Compañia de Teatro de 
Alburquerque political is that it serves the community. It made it relevant.  1
The focus of this chapter covers the period 1982-1991, as La Compañia sought to redefine 
itself after its founder, Jose Rodriguez had left to join the Catholic priesthood. It will, using 
the La Compañia archive, begin with the Christmas season of 1982. Flushed with success, La 
Compañia found itself touring the state, and raising its profile in regional, national and even-
tually international arenas. The financial burden of a repertory company that no longer bene-
fitted from financial support provided by the University of Albuquerque was one that increas-
ingly demanded time and energy of its board and its artistic director. As events demonstrated, 
Jose Rodriguez’ successors were unable to avoid the factionalism that was a reality, and to 
some extent remains a reality, of the cultural politics of New Mexico. This will lead to an ex-
amination of the divisions and challenges faced by La Compañia as the company sought to 
live up to its ideals and the never-ending demands that it meet the financial costs a theater 
company must endure during a time of dwindling governmental and institutional largesse.  
La Compañia was forged with a clear vision: the fostering of bilingual theater, and creating a 
support base for a Hispanic National Theater Company. Unlike its more overtly political con-
temporaries, such as Teatro Campesino in Los Angeles, La Compañia was firmly rooted in 
the Teatro de Siglo d’Oro, or the age of classical theater. Further, much as Self Help Graphics 
in Los Angeles, La Compañia used an atelier or guild approach to its training, fostering new 
talent, training technicians, and providing a grounding in classical theater for communities 
that enjoyed demographic majority in their state. It gave Hispanics in the state much needed 
skills, but also an exposure to political thought within the works that the company staged – 
works that although they might be classical theater, or locally set dramas and comedies, yet 
 Arturo Sandoval, Letter to the Board dated June 11, 1990, (Box 3, Uncollated), La Compañia Archive, UNM.1
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the vast majority of them were plays by left-leaning playwrights, and promoted a social jus-
tice platform. This was in contrast to the more explicit left-wing agitprop of Los Angeles 
Teatro Campesino, a formula that was sustained for as long as the company was led by its 
founding artistic director Jose Rodriguez. His leaving, however, opened the door to long-
simmering communal tensions between the Hispanic and the Mexican-American members of 
the teatro. Within the New Mexican context, choosing 1991 as an end marker is fitting, as this 
marks the time that the company ceased to be a professional and full-time company. Although 
it represented the end of the company’s time as a major force within the state’s cultural politi-
cal economy, it also represented the beginning of processes, born of the aspirations of both 
Jose Rodriguez and Miguel Encinas, that led to the establishment of the National Hispanic 
Cultural Center in 2010. The La Compañia Archive held at the Center for Southwestern Stud-
ies, as the only surviving record of the company’s history, continues to provide the major 
source of the narrative contained in this chapter. This section is a detailed examination of La 
Compañia and, by inference, Albuquerque’s cultural politics during the 1980s.  
1982: “Costumbre adquirida en la mocedad, se deja muy mal en la ve-
jez.” (Old habits die hard)  2
 By 1982, La Compañia had succeeded in creating a viable bilingual theater that was success-
ful in fostering a cultural rebirth amongst Hispanics, as well as giving expression to Mexican-
American concerns, hopes and aspirations. Under Jose Rafael Rodriguez and Miguel Enci-
nas, it had gained the support of government, the two universities in Albuquerque extant at 
the time, and numerous public school systems in the state. Further, it had succeeded in foster-
ing New Mexican playwrights, as well as creating an audience for New Mexican, Mexican 
and Spanish theater. In the five years of its existence, many of the initial aims of the company 
had been realized. However, as discussed in the previous chapter, the move of the company 
from the KiMo Theater to a much smaller space was bolstered by a growing confidence. Yet, 
it also meant that the company needed to run more shows and workshops to maintain enough 
income to meet its growing financial needs. A packed production schedule tied to community 
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outreach had dominated the early years of the company. It placed an immense burden upon 
the artistic director, who had to preserve and foster cohesion in the company and its board 
without compromising the artistic output of the company, a strain born of tensions that came 
to the fore once the process of succession became a topic of concern, not just to the board and 
the company, but also to La Compañia’s audiences.  
The divisions that began to manifest during this period placed people whose political skills 
were unable to meet the challenges of factionalism in positions from which they were chal-
lenged to find ways to circumvent the ever-present tribalism that exists behind the quiet mask 
that defines New Mexico and its history. They also had to ensure that they served their audi-
ence and its expectations. These audiences had come to see the company as being their voice. 
This voice however, had become less sure of itself, even as it labored under the burden of its 
own success. These currents within the diverse New Mexico society were ones that La Com-
pañia de Teatro de Alburquerque struggled to embody, as it continued to evolve after its 
founders had moved onto other projects, or had left out of a sense of frustration at the divi-
sions that began to emerge within the company after the departure of Jose Rodriguez.  
As noted in the previous chapter, Marcos Martinez, the company’s artistic director from 
1989-1991, had penned a chapter titled La Compañia de Teatro de Albuquerque: Community 
development through actor-centered theater in the book Expressing New Mexico. Although 
this essay serves largely as a study in apologetics, given Señor Martinez had left the company 
suddenly in 1991, it does, however, serve well as a primary document.  This chapter seeks to 3
fills in the many gaps and silences in Martinez’ account. It does this through the use of the 
archive to present events for the first time, in as full an account as the surviving archival 
record allows, and within the constraints of this thesis. This chapter will then contextualize 
La Compañia within the wider contemporary political setting of the state and its region dur-
ing the period 1982-1991. 
 Marcos Martinez, “La Compañia de Teatro de Alburquerque: Community development through actor-centered 3
theater” in Gonzales, Phillip B., (ed), Expressing New Mexico: Nuevomexicano Creativity, Ritual and Memory, 
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La Compañia de teatro de Alburquerque had been established originally as a part of the ‘Mul-
ti-Cultural Education Program’ at the now defunct University of Albuquerque. Its founder, 
Miguel Encinas, had recruited an outsider, Jose Rafael Rodriguez, to establish a bilingual 
theater company founded in the classical Spanish tradition and following the philosophy of 
Lorca, that theater needed to give expression to the yearnings, hopes, dreams, fears and aspi-
rations of its audiences. Further, it accepted that “actors needed to be trained, and interest in 
the rich drama of the Hispanic people needed to be developed”.  All the while, Jose was be4 -
coming enamored with the history that is the New Mexican identity, as well as the long tradi-
tion of mysticism within the state. 
Although community theater was not widely seen as a political force within the New Mexi-
can context, unlike Chicano theater in Southern California, La Compañia carved itself a place 
within the cultural politics of New Mexico. It did this by establishing a conservatory at-
mosphere, promoting acting and stage technician skills via a community education model, 
and presenting plays that were grounded in a classical theater model. A young Benito Mar-
tinez, who went on to attend the Royal Academy of Dramatic Arts and became a successful 
performer in television and film, recollected his experience in the company: “as a child, I saw 
the actual growth and birthing of a character….I didn’t understand how it worked, but….I 
saw a family where it was safe to fail, but also safe to achieve greatness.  Rodriguez held up 5
prior success as models for younger actors’ success. This was not a cult of personality, but 
rather a consciously created community. In 1982, Rodriguez noted that “La Compañia has 
become a nurturing place for youth to develop skills needed to continue in their fields.”  It 6
did not stop there but also promoted pride in Hispanic and Nuevomexicanos culture, history 
and language that went beyond mere nostalgia. Margarita Martinez, who had helped found 
the company, saw the plays presented during this period as being a pivotal point in the cultur-
al history of New Mexico, and as “part of an era in which through theater, Hispanics found a 
voice, their history and a future.”  7
 ‘Los Pastores pamphlet, (Box 1, Folder 75), La Compañia Archive, UNM.4




With the success of the liturgical drama La Pasion de Jesus Chavez, Hispanics had started to 
see the struggles of Mexican labor-activists as having resonance with their own. In the popu-
larity of Nuevo Mexico. Si!, La Compañia had found a signature piece that was also financial-
ly rewarding. Its political sophistication was hidden behind a rasquache facade. However, as 
previously discussed, its success was built upon a long tradition of New Mexican history 
scholarship and discourse, which was essential in creating audience sympathy with its mes-
sage. Further, the company was attending regional festivals and securing favorable reviews at 
a time when many outside New Mexico were not even aware of the state, let alone La Com-
pañia’s existence. Each time Rodriguez and his company expanded their artistic reach, they 
were breaking new ground. The danger for the company was that the cycle of spectacle and 
engagement demanded ever newer offerings with limited resources. This frenetic activity was 
needed so as to feed the appetites of local media and to engage with, and create and nurture, 
an audience sympathetic to bilingual theater. Although demand and support for a bilingual 
theater was important, the work of the teatro was always framed so as to create a groundswell 
of support for the creation of what became the National Hispanic Cultural Center. The irony 
of these events was that the company that had contributed so much to the drive to create such 
a project was to slowly descend into a spent force, bereft of its original vision and cultural 
influence.  
The 1982 season began December 9 with El Sueno de Navidad del Santero, an adaptation of 
Los Pastores, a traditional New-Mexican Christmas play tradition.  As Suzanne Gutterson 8
explains, “Los Pastores has been an important part of the holiday celebration since the 17th 
century.”  However, the tradition had struggled to survive. The town of Belen “Saw its last 9
‘Los Pastores” in 1929, until it was painstakingly reconstructed in 1973 by Filomina Baca, a 
native of Belen.  Much as Self Help Graphics’ use of the Oaxacan Fiesta del Muerte, La 10
Compañia made extensive use of Los Pastores within the Hispanic communities of New 
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Mexico to similar, if much smaller, effect. Another similarity with Self Help Graphics was La 
Compañia’s use of official support from the Roman Catholic Church. A letter from Archbish-
op Sanchez, dated 8th of November, 1982, mentioned that the Archbishop had attended re-
hearsals, leading him to recommend the production as “appropriate for adults and children, as 
it offers to the New Mexican a true expression of our Hispanic Heritage.”  Such support was 11
not limited to the church. A July 22 letter, received from Jorge Trabazo of Bellas Artes as-
sured the company that, “For my part, I can assure you that I will not stop until we can make 
your company a national name.”  Maintaining this momentum was essential to the success 12
of La Compañia. However, it placed upon its artistic director immense pressure to maintain 
the pace of creativity and production whilst promoting its profile as a community theater.  
For the production Los Pastores, the company returned to the KiMo Theater. This venue was 
both larger and had the added feature of being located in Downtown Albuquerque. Reviews 
of this production were largely positive. Ollie Reed Jr, of the Albuquerque Tribune declared it 
“a captivating treat. Rodriguez has added the best of Spanish poetry and some revered por-
tions of New Mexico’s religious folklore.” The lighting of Sergio Palermo, and the costumes 
designed and made by Ed Vega “threatened to overshadow some really fine acting.” Mark 
Kilburn played the devil in the style of the “hiss and boo villains in the 19th century melo-
dramas…Esteban Marisci is a funny (funnier still if you know Spanish) sort of a shepherd. 
Angie Torres does a classy job as a sharp-tongued old shepherd woman, and Faust Espinosa 
is [sic] gives a passionate and professional performance as a shepherd boy.”   13
Although this review shows a successful company, it is revealing in demonstrating that the 
company was not tied to the Caudillo, or ‘Big Man’ vision so common in Chicano theater 
tradition. The model being used was more in line with the community and atelier/guild model 
found in groups such as Self Help Graphics and Mechina Art Studios in Los Angeles. Re-
 Archbishop Robert F Sanchez, letter to La Compañia, November 8, 1982, (Box 3, Folder 1)La Compañia Ar11 -
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views repeatedly referred to actors and stagehands, as much as they referred to the artistic 
director. Rodriguez avoided making the company a vehicle for his ego. The success of his 
approach was that the company had a stable of strong actors and technicians who performed 
their tasks professionally. They worked with the younger and more inexperienced members to 
create a community, not just a company.  
Not everyone was happy with their approach. Anna Dooling of the New Mexico Sun wrote on 
December 15, “Pastores is so polished, it is dull.” After opening with fulsome praise, she con-
tinued “…the very professionalism that Rodriguez has imposed upon the old play has robbed 
it of its heart.” Ms Dooling continues that she deplored the acting of ‘the devil’, which by her 
description was “melodramatic”. The core of her critique was that “you can’t create folklore 
consciously…it reads as an itemization of Hispanic cultural artifacts. There is chili, there are 
santos. There is a penitente death chant - good heavens, on the night of Christ’s birth.”  Her 14
critique ignored the place Hispanic culture plays in the actual lives of people in the state. The 
Hispanic culture Dooling referred to is an artifact, not a living construct. More concerning 
was the assumption by Dooling that Hispanic theater was defined by being unprofessional 
and unpolished. Her assertions did not go unchallenged. Bennett Altemmer took her to task in 
his letter to the editor: “Your review…exhibits a combined lack of knowledge and apprecia-
tion of a time-honored New Mexican Christmas custom. The ignorance as to the importance 
and love upon which such a festivity relies that you demonstrated, hardly serves the ends of 
fair artistic criticism.”  Whatever Dooling’s reasons for her critique, they were overshad15 -
owed by Jean Jordan’s review in the Albuquerque Journal, who was fulsome in praise, and 
appreciative of the New Mexican flavor of the performance.   16
In New Mexico during the early 1980s, the cultural conversation initiated through the medi-
um of community theater was creating alliances of good will built upon a vision of shared 
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experience and opportunity. “As social action, La Compañia not only directed cultural, com-
munity and social development, but built native talent and skill…it also provided a platform 
for addressing a range of social, political and cultural issues.”  The challenges of maintain17 -
ing a community development theater model and making sure that the company remained 
financially solvent, given it no longer enjoyed the largesse of university patronage, were divi-
sive issues that engaged the board and its director with increasing regularity and importance. 
This task was made easier with the support of a board that enjoyed significant business inter-
ests in the state. For now, they could maintain the company as it evolved. For Rodriguez, 
however, financial security was not his only worry; he was also concerned that a succession 
plan was in place. 
By 1983, there were three permanently attached directors. Two, Irene Oliver-Lewis and Ra-
mon Flores, had also served as actors in the company. The third was listed as David Jones, 
who was attached to the University of New Mexico. This connection with universities and 
academics was a strength of Jose Rodriguez’ style. The Chicano Movement was present in 
New Mexico, but its identity and politics were complicated given the demographic diversity 
and political profile of the state. Further, the movement had evolved significantly in other 
parts of the Southwest. This did not mean that New Mexico was playing catch-up. Rather, it 
was creating a model of cultural politics that worked upon the New Mexican stage. This 
strategy was essential, given that it was necessary to engage diverse groups in support of the 
company’s aims. Many of these groups had no history or tradition of theater or art outside of 
the parish and folk setting. Further, they were only just beginning to discover the importance 
of identity politics via theater and its cultural production.  
New Mexico, with a dearth of economic resources and facing a challenging socio-political 
composition, demanded unique strategies. “By focusing on the development of the individ-
ual…provides immediate opportunities for young people.”  Young people were an important 18
component of the La Compañia approach. In 1983, the company’s stable included ten people 
aged 12-18. Amongst the 20-25 cohort, it had nine members who were ‘consistently avail-
 Martinez in Gonzales 2007 Op.cit. p.91.17
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able’. These included Danny Ortega and Ricky Mares who went on to become professional 
actors, and Samuel Sisneros who moved into technical support later in the company’s life, 
and into academia at the University of New Mexico after his time with the company. Of those 
seven listed as being over 35, they included Ana Maria Mastrogiovanni, Mark Kilburn, who 
went on to work in Los Angeles and New York, and Margarita Martinez who served on the 
company’s board. Margarita’s son, Benito, became a member of the Film and Television 
Academy in 2010. His sister Benita attended the Royal Academy of Dramatic Arts and went 
on to a successful television and stage career upon graduating.  Among the younger mem19 -
bers, Jose Anthony Wasson was a future technical production manager for the National His-
panic Cultural Center Theater from 2010. This was not before he spent time working with 
Irene Oliver-Lewis as artistic director for Playfellow Elementary School in Albuquerque from 
1982-1986. Irene, after leaving the company, founded the Alma d’Arte Charter High school 
in 1986, as well as having involvement in local theater and television. Oliver-Lewis also 
achieved minor fame in ‘Becoming Eduardo’ in 2009.  The board of the company was origi20 -
nally made up of ten members. This consisted of two members drawn from its acting and 
production cohort. It also had three community representatives, with one each from the Uni-
versity of New Mexico and the University of Albuquerque. Further, it had included the artis-
tic director, art director (Ana Mastrogiovanni) and the visiting director within its board struc-
ture.  This board had been intimately involved in the company, and had largely been enthu21 -
siastic supporters of Jose Rodriguez and his work. Together, they had balanced the demands 
of constant fundraising and artistic outreach. His successors could not always rely upon the 
support of the board once its founding director, with his not inconsiderable charm, was no 
longer a force within the company.  
As the 1983 season began, La Compañia had survived its successful participation in the Ed-
inburgh Festival, and was in full swing to participate in the Fiesta de Don Quixote at the Cen-
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ter of the Book in Albuquerque.  This event 22
was an opportunity to stage The Adventures 
of Don Quixote (an English adaptation).  A 23
move from purely bilingual theater to a play 
that was mainly in English, it reflected a need 
to address an audience that was increasingly 
English-speaking, as the company had be-
come more successful. The change from pre-
senting works mainly in Spanish may have 
been constructed as assimilationist, yet such 
criticisms ignore the reality that, for the first 
time, Anglos working within the company, as 
well as being in the audience, were engaged 
in a cultural dialogue with their Hispanic and 
Mexican-American neighbors. This experi-
ence challenged preconceptions and served as 
an act of consciousness-raising. For many 
involved, “La Compañia…crystallized for me the belief 
that for Chicanos…any cultural act is a political act.”  24
Criticism of La Compañia failing to be either political 
theater, or a Chicano Political Theater (whatever Chicano might mean in this context) ig-
nored the point that La Compañia’s political effect resulted not from traditional notions of 
politics, but from recognition of the inherent nature of the status quo. “What makes La Com-
pañia de Teatro de Alburquerque political, is that it serves the community. It made it rele-
vant…”  This process of politicization and education, were central features of the Chicano 25
Art Movement. And as such, they were used to great effect in this context. However, it was 
re-contextualized, so as to include and engage Hispanos, who did not always see themselves 
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Figure 7: The Adventures of 
Don Quijote - theater poster 
as being Mexican in their origins. Thus the very idea of Chicanismo needed to be framed (if 
not actually reframed) within a New Mexican context. The success of the Rodriguez political 
program was that young Hispanos, Anglos and Mexican-Americans worked together and 
watched the plays presented together. 
Cultural heritage v Cultural Politics: A search for a legacy. 
In her 1982 article “La Compañia de Teatro ofrece diversdidad,” Karen Reed Jr took stock of 
a year since the company had taken up residence at the Tiffany Theater in Central Ave NE. 
She concluded that the efforts to reach out to the Hispanic community were successful. How-
ever, the study that she used for this article demonstrated that the majority of La Compañia’s 
audience was drawn from the largely Hispanic South Valley. The main driver of this success 
was owed (according to the studies cited in the article) to the production Nuevo Mexico. Si!  26
As the article acknowledged, the musical “was only intended for a one month run. This run 
however, was extended by frequent restaging, as well as special performances for community 
groups. An estimated 5000 people have seen the pageant over the last year.”  “Perhaps the 27
most valuable function La Compañia serves…is as a forum or outlet for the artistic expres-
sion of Hispanics.”  This was echoed by Margarite Martinez, “Before La Compañia there 28
was nowhere for me to go to the theater that was native for me.”  By all accounts, the com29 -
pany was succeeding in its goals. However, references to Spanish theater and language in the 
output of the company were to become a rarity. This lack of commentary speaks volumes to 
the company’s success, yet they fail to address whether this was a natural development, or 
one forced upon the company out of operational necessity. They do however reaffirm that 
Nuevo Mexico Si! was an important cultural artifact, whose power reached beyond mere eth-
nic theater, and provided a wellspring of pride that all New Mexicans could draw from. 
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Reed did not discuss the fact that Nuevo Mexico. Si! had been written mainly in English, a 
trend that became entrenched in the company after this period. This did not mean that all their 
offerings were in English. The 1982 season included OK, a romantic comedy in Spanish, by 
Isaac Chacron. Another offering that season was Oliver-Lewis’ work Cuentos Nuevomexi-
canos. This was a bilingual retelling of New Mexican folktales, which ran to great acclaim. 
The Wonderful Ice-cream Suit, a play by Ray Bradbury, was set as a tale of six cholos, or bar-
rios kids. “…and of course, Nuevo Mexico, Si”.  Reed also explained that Jose Rodriguez 30
was leaving the company after the 1983 season to prepare for the priesthood. Although he 
was to take another year to realize his ‘dream’, he had effectively stepped back to allow his 
chosen successor, Irene Oliver-Lewis to speak for the company as it worked towards a transi-
tion of power. The issue of succession can become a testing time for any theater company, 31
but even more so when sectional interests long held at bay are given vent. The role of the 
leader or founder in instigating and negotiating change in a community group, is essential in 
ensuring the survival of any organizational structure. However, succession plans are only part 
of the struggle. The person placed in the role of leader must also be able to negotiate inter-
factional and intra-communal politics. 
As the 1982-1983 season had begun to wind up, its fundraising activities moved into high 
gear. A September 24 auction demonstrated the support that Rodriguez and the company en-
joyed. Items up for auction included a pair of Governor Bruce King’s boots; dinner for four 
provided by the Republican gubernatorial candidate John Inate; a day on the campaign trail 
with Democratic gubernatorial candidate Toney Anaya; as well as several ‘get away trips’ in 
southern New Mexico. There was also art by RC Gamma, Ed Singer and Amado Peña. Final-
ly, there were signed copies of works by John Nichols, Rudolf Anaya and Tony Hillerman, 
who attended the auction to sign and present the prizes. Admission to the auction was set at 
$5. These monies went a long way towards paying for its successful trip to the Edinburgh 
Festival the following year.  Even though the company had significant expenses for this ven32 -
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ture, it was to finish the season on a healthy financial footing. From this point in time, how-
ever, Irene Oliver-Lewis spoke to the media with increasing frequency, as Jose Rodriguez 
stepped into the background. She was also being increasingly touted in local media as the 
‘chosen’ successor of Rodriquez.  
Irene Oliver-Lewis articulated her vision for the company in an interview in November 1982. 
Her program was a conscious move from the wider Latinidad cultural program advocated by 
Miguel Encinas and Jose Rodriguez, to one much more focused upon the local. Indeed, “she 
thinks La Compañia’s role is to preserve the culture and customs of Hispanics.”  This 33
change might have eluded the casual observer. However, in an article by Karen Peterson pub-
lished in October of that year, Rodriguez had outlined a very different vision. There he said 
that he wished “to erase the 100 year old artificial cultural border separating Mexico and New 
Mexico.” For Jose, this was not just a matter of legacy, it involved his faith. During his time 
writing La Passion de Jesus Chavez, he had become enamored by New Mexican mysticism. 
La Compañia had performed the play to the peregrinos, the young pilgrims who walked to 
Chimayo in Northern New Mexico on pilgrimage every summer, which was well received by 
them. He was in return greatly moved and inspired by the experiences he encountered with 
the peregrinos.  His politics sometimes showed through, as when he was in a discussion 34
with his spiritual counsellor: “The church in New Mexico has too many kings and queens, 
and princes.”  This political vision, rooted in Liberation Theology, was given expression 35
through the medium of liturgical drama, and led him to eventually found the company La 
Santisima Trinidad, staging La Pasion several times during its existence. With the change of 
Archbishop, overtly political plays were increasingly frowned upon, and ultimately banned 
by the church. Jose finally retreated into his role of parish priest at Abiquiu.  His vision re36 -
mained, however, and before he took Holy Orders, he gave his last interview, wherein his po-
litical vision was laid out in public view. 
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In 1983, KNME-TV in Albuquerque broadcast In the Company of Jose Rodriguez. In this ex-
tended interview, he returned to the themes authored by Lorca, that “for a culture to be alive, 
it must have a theater that speaks from the people and to the people. If it does not have such a 
theater, then a people are on their way to being dead.”  When asked what he considered the 37
most important asset for any theater, he responded clearly that it was the actors. It was impor-
tant to choose plays well, and this needed a pool of playwrights. “But the men and women on 
and behind the stage, they are the true treasure of the theater.”  He felt that by giving the 38
company’s members technical and organizational skills, “…we create people able to become 
forces of change in their society. We affirm their worth, we show they are valuable. They go 
on to show us how to change us in return.”  The most important lesson he wanted to show 39
his audience was the artificial nature of the cultural border dividing the peoples of Mexico 
and New Mexico. He did not just feel that the border was wrong, but that “It is an affront to 
God and to the people of Mexico and New Mexico. It is the source of a great evil. The divi-
sion of humanity.”  Rather than promoting the insular and separatist ideology that was popu40 -
lar in other parts of the Southwest during the 1970s, Rodriguez had sought to instill a sense of 
camaraderie with Anglo and Mexican-Americans as a people with a shared history. As Jose 
Rodriguez handed the reigns of the company to his successors, he could only hope that this 
vision would survive him. It did not take long, however, for divisions to appear that threat-
ened not just the survival of the company, but also its founding ideals. 
When the board of La Compañia met in 1983 to choose its next artistic director, it did so in 
the shadow of financial and political success. The company enjoyed a profile that extended 
across the Southwest, outside of Southern California, as well as on the international stage. It 
had a stable of talent who were finding places in the most prestigious dramatical schools, 
both in the United States and in Europe. The schools’ programs and workshops the company 
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held every year were both a source of financial income as well as artistic and political inspi-
ration to hundreds of young people throughout the Albuquerque and Bernalillo County re-
gion. It also had an ideological base that stood in contrast to that of companies such as Teatro 
Campesino in California. “In the past, most of ethnic theater has been confrontational the-
ater…We address issues, but we did it from the platform of the theater.”  This approach, ex41 -
emplified by the motto “Humor toward all, malice toward none”, became lost in the increas-
ingly frequent battles between the board and the artistic directors of the company.  42
Each artistic director worked hard to maintain “a concern with New Mexican identity.” The 
differences were the usual mix of concerns about quality of work, subject matter and its rele-
vance to the community. Yet, they rarely touched upon the third space that inhabitants of the 
Southwest inhabited. This space, a central plank of the work of Anzaldúa, was something that 
many in New Mexico experienced, yet could not articulate. And so, they fell to factionalism, 
as two opposing positions, assimilation or resistance tore at the communities of the state. 
Emerging from these differences was the tension between a static conception of New Mexi-
can identity, and one that accepted that identity and culture expanded and changed.  These 43
tensions became more profound as the company attracted a constant influx of young, idealis-
tic and politically motivated University of New Mexico students, who at first had seen the 
company as merely a ‘language experiment’. They had become energized, not just by the 
company’s offerings but also its political vision. This led to increased involvement by these 
students in the theatre on a technical and artistic basis. The company desperately needed sta-
bility in its leadership. Stability became increasingly difficult to maintain as the company 
faced a changing political and economic environment that challenged its very existence. 
After leading the company for the 1984-1985 season, Oscar Giver left, and was replaced by 
Ramon Flores as artistic director. Feeling incapable of meeting the challenges, he quickly re-
signed to take up directorial studies at Yale University. It was only then, after two years of 
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waiting, that Irene Oliver-Lewis finally was allowed to take up the artistic director’s position 
in 1986.  Marcos Martinez quickly glossed over the 1986-1987 season in his account of this 44
period. Closer examination of the archive reveals that financially the company during this 
period was in receipt of budgets that “topped one hundred thousand dollars.”  He also did 45
not mention that Irene Oliver-Lewis won an award for ‘Outstanding Director’ from the New 
Mexico Governor’s Awards for Excellence in the Arts in 1986.  By 1988, La Compañia was 46
named one of Albuquerque’s top arts group, with its artistic director Irene Oliver-Lewis being 
praised as the guiding force in this success.  This fact also went unmentioned by Marcos 47
Martinez in his account of events. Reporting on the company by the state media during the 
1988-1989 season became sparse. Plays were commissioned, then cancelled, with little ex-
planation to either the company or its audience. The public outreach through workshops at 
the school level were only surviving through the efforts of Irene Oliver-Lewis. As a trained 
teacher, she was able to manage these events successfully. However, her dramatic choices as 
artistic director were increasingly influenced by her family ties, and a more sectional Hispan-
ic outlook. 
On June 27, 1988, a ‘Special General Meeting’ was called by two of the actor-representatives 
on the board. Monica Sanchez and Marcos Martinez sent a letter out to the membership, with 
the signature La Junta, and their names and marks beneath. “After many months of activity, 
change….and confusion…We invite you to join with us.” Added to the list of La Junta were 
the actor-representatives, the staff, and finally Arturo Sandoval as President of the Board of 
Directors.  The meeting was set for July 17 of that year. In this letter, people were told that 48
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this was a return of the La Compañia tradition of a General Meeting, or the tertulia.  There 49
was nothing traditional in this meeting. Notably absent from this letter was the company’s 
artistic director. Riders were exhorted to attend “as your input is invaluable to the current re-
structuring of the company.”  For many, this was the first notice they had that restructuring 50
the teatro had become a concern of the board. The letter closed with “Until La Junta.” Any 
hope of averting a crisis was dashed by that simple three-word declaration.  
No minutes of this meeting exist in the archive, yet it does contain a hint at the events around 
the Special General Meeting. Appended to the surviving letter is a handwritten note that best 
illuminates the events. Firstly, it asserted that the letter was “generated by Marcos Martinez 
and Arturo [Sandoval]”. It then went on to state that the Junta was a by-product of the cre-
ation by unspecified and named persons of an advisory board “to help guide (Irene?) the 
Artistic-Director of La Compañia.” The only reticence expressed was that “Arturo moaned 
about how bad the timing was.”  In a June 17, 1988, letter sent to the membership of the 51
company, it was stated that the meeting had been held after a letter had been published in the 
June 15, Albuquerque Tribune. This letter had been written by Marcos Martinez. As a conse-
quence, the letter stated, Marcos Martinez was now the artistic director of La Compañia. This 
revolt was a pivotal point in the changing fortunes of the troupe. Yet, La Compañia began to 
falter at a time its agenda had begun to bear fruit in the wider community. The dream of Jose 
Rodriguez and Miguel Encinas had always been to create a Hispanic Arts Center. Twelve 
years later, there was growing interest in preserving New Mexico’s Spanish language her-
itage. The only thing everyone could agree on was that they disagreed on the nature of the 
Spanish heritage for which they advocated.  
As communal and institutional support for a Hispanic Cultural Center was beginning to bear 
fruit, support for La Compañia was beginning to wane. Martinez, the new artistic director of 
La Compañia, presented arguments that had been silent during the previous artistic director’s 
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term. In a letter in the Albuquerque Journal, Martinez wrote that increasing support for the 
company indicated a new phase in the development of New Mexican culture. This culture 
had, at its core, diversity: “…this diversity needed to be reflected in the planned Arts Center!” 
His greatest fear was that New Mexico would be ‘subjected to some sort of Mid-Western 
conformity.” The outcome of this would be “we continue to labor under the assumption that 
the only entertainment…is Mexican folk dances?”  This article demonstrated that there were 52
serious factional divisions re-emerging in New Mexico and the teatro. As Martinez himself 
admitted, as the company focused more on actor development, it ceased to focus on script 
development. As a result, battles over scripts were waged that began to sap the company of 
its strength. Without the Christian-activism of Rodriguez that united the diverse voices on the 
stage, each expressing competing visions of what constituted New Mexican identity, the 
company began to fragment. Further, it began to move from being a bilingual theater to one 
that worked mainly in English.  53
1989-1991: The show must go on! 
The first of the plays produced under the artistic directorship of Marcos Martinez was show-
ered with praise. The production of Can’t Pay, Won’t Pay! was described by Carol Mazur, as 
“a must see Compañia play…it demonstrates that director Marcos Martinez is worthy of lead-
ing La Compañia.”  This play was not without some controversy, as the review noted, “The 54
Roman Catholic Church’s position on birth control gets a ribbing.” It also made note of the 
high standard of acting, however, all the actors named were Anglo-American. This play, writ-
ten by Dario Fo, received favorable critic reviews.  These reviews were not surprising, given 55
the popularity of Fo’s work.  This play, whose title was a direct translation from the Italian, 
was a narrative woven around the autoriduzione (self-reduction) movement that had devel-
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oped during the severe economic crisis that Italy, like much of Europe, was experiencing. As 
its central theme, women (and men) would take what they wished from markets, only paying 
for what they could afford. Regarded by many as one of Fo's best-known plays after Morte 
accidentale di un anarchico, it was to be performed in 35 countries by 1990.  Much as Ro56 -
driguez held Lope de Vargas as his mentor, Fo had declared Angelo Beoco, (Ruzzante) and 
Moliere to be his mentors: "both of them authors, actor-managers and directors of their own 
plays, who were treated with arrogance and contempt by the authorities and their literary 
lackeys, and hated because they used their stages to fight against hypocrisy and violence by 
making people laugh.”  As such, this play, behind its comedic lines, presented New Mexican 57
audiences with international standard scripts that were articulate, funny, and at the cutting 
edge of theater during this period. The article, however, ignored these facts, ending by noting 
that the play was performed in the Menaul Theater, and that it had recently been re-carpeted 
and padded seats installed.  The company might still be producing cutting edge and world 58
class theater, yet after Rodriguez’ departure, they had also lost a voice that could advocate for 
and promote the company effectively. The role of fostering talent had also slipped from its 
control. Matthew Hoffman, writing on March 6, 1989, noted that Monica Sanchez, a La 
Compañia board member, and one of the ‘Junta’ had been working with school teens in writ-
ing short stories and transforming them into scripts. This free event was held over the space 
of a year. What was notable was that it received neither support, nor mention, by the board or 
in press releases by La Compañia itself.   59
The company’s next production, Spanish Fly, was also staged at the Menaul Theater. This 
script was based on Machiavelli’s Mandragola/The Mandrake. This play was mentioned in 
the 16th Letter of Amabed in Voltaire's Les Lettres d'Amabed (1769), which commented that 
"the piece mocks the religion which Europe preaches, of which Rome is the centre, and the 
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throne of which is the Papal See”.  Carol Mazur, writing for the Albuquerque Journal, ob60 -
served that the play was technically well produced, and acted well in parts. “The language 
actors trained under Jose Rodriguez were professional and polished”. However, the younger 
actors were “uneven in their performance.” The review concluded, “overall, his [Martinez] 
directing fails to establish the flowing rhythm the play requires.”  Indications were that un61 -
der Martinez, and following years of instability, the company was losing direction and focus. 
Consequently, it was losing support. 
The 12th season opened in October 1989 with Luigi Pirandello’s, Six Characters in Search of 
an Author. This adaptation by Marcos Martinez was set during a rehearsal of Nuevo Mexico, 
Si! The staging at the KiMo Theater was a large, bare stage. This might have been a good 
idea in the smaller Menaul Theater; in the KiMo, it was disastrous. There was high praise for 
the acting in this production, yet still, “The empty stage at the Kimo is too vast a space.” Al-
though the review expressed that there was much to admire about the Six Characters, it end-
ed with the terse statement, “The production is primarily in English.”  The political edge of 62
earlier seasons had largely gone. Gone too, was the bilingualism and multiculturalism evident 
in earlier productions. Increasingly, references to Hispanic or Chicano culture were missing 
in the season’s productions. The very things that had inspired and united the company, were 
now absent from its work.  
On June 11, 1990, Arturo Sandoval, a board member with significant connections with busi-
ness and patronage, resigned from the board. He praised the legacy of the company, but felt 
that the model it had been founded on needed to be duplicated elsewhere, in “other cultural, 
educational and economic arenas.” His closing comments highlighted that as much as La 
Compañia had been successful in promoting Hispanic culture, it no longer met the needs of 
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that culture in a changing political environment. “If we do not build our own institutions to 
attack the problems we face, no-one is going to do it for us.”  63
The departure of Arturo Sandoval was swiftly followed by that of Monica Sanchez, who had 
taken up an internship with Teatro Campesino in California. An article in the Albuquerque 
Journal noted her work in the New Mexican theater, as well as in the Working Classrooms 
program through the Albuquerque Public School system. Indeed, Sanchez had written several 
radio programs, including a one-act play A Los Doce De La Noche, a ghost story for high 
school students, in addition to her work in the public school system. As she explained, “I’ve 
been trying to create opportunities for myself.” This move was more than just an opportunity 
lost for Martinez, it was a product of his administration. She acknowledged that Teatro 
Campesino had returned to its principles as a community based theater, but also had moved 
into a more commercial model. What excited her more was that “…it remained a Chicano 
company that was accessible to Chicano field workers in the Joaquin Valley of California.” It 
is ironic that as La Compañia was losing its connections with Hispanics and Chicanos by tak-
ing the same path, Teatro Campesino managed to overcome its own divisions, whilst main-
taining its connection to its roots and as a consequence, its audience.  64
The decline of La Compañia was not yet observable to its public. As late as September 29, 
1990, the Albuquerque Journal noted that the city enjoyed a thriving theater scene. It ac-
knowledged that the support of the University of New Mexico Theater Program had given 
birth to companies such as The Writer’s Vortex and La Compañia. This created a climate 
where theater enjoyed a surge of popularity and support in the community.  This success was 65
not evident as the 1991 season started under the direction of Marcos Martinez. A joint pro-
duction with Lost Tribe Productions of The Wonderful Ice-Cream Suit was a financial disas-
ter. With a run over two weekends, it had cost the company $13,763.18 to stage. The play 
only took revenues of $4,576.12, leading to a total production loss of $9,187.56. By the end 
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of the play’s run, the company was left with $6,892.24 outstanding debt. Its marketing had 
been excessively expensive, whilst production expenses totaled a mere $599.75. The report 
on the production was scant on details outside of concerns that the cash-flow situation of La 
Compañia was at risk.  The reality was that the financial condition of the company was dire. 66
If it was to survive, it needed to change. 
A mainstay of the troupe’s income during the tenure of Jose Rodriguez had been his work 
with schools. This was an important legacy, both financially and politically. With the loss of 
the only two members who had school training, Martinez bravely staged the 2nd Summer 
Drama Youth Festival. With a projected outlay of $7,000, the workshop turned a profit of 
$1,201.32. A review of the program showed it as highly progressive. Tackling issues of gen-
der and sexuality, it paid scant attention to pedagogy or the school curriculum. Missing from 
the program was bilingualism or any sense of Hispanidad or Chicanismo. This omission is 
notable, given the growing debate in United States political discourse around the politics of 
language. This was an issue increasingly taken up as a focus of the Chicano Art Movement 
during this period. It is also telling that this ‘Festival’ had only 13 participants.  Financially, 67
it was also the only profit of the season. Media coverage was positive, however, there was no 
mention of Hispanic or Spanish Language pride in the media coverage of this event.  This 68
was to be the last time the company worked with schools and, most importantly, with youth.  
By July 1991, internal divisions were crippling Martinez’ administration. In memo after 
memo, the financial position was described at the time as being in a state of crisis. His letter 
to the Board of Directors informed them that after ‘negotiations and discussion’ he was ac-
cepting the cutting of a planned production of Los Pastores by a famed Mexican playwright. 
This play was to be replaced with The Farolitas of Christmas.  Although this change repre69 -
sented a sound financial decision given that they had the rights to the play, it also represented 
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the growing discontent by the Hispanic members of the board. Although there is no direct 
evidence, the divisions can be inferred by the cultural context of the changes. For residents of 
northern New Mexico, Farolitas are the lights put outside Hispanic homes at Christmas. By 
contrast, they are called Lumenaria in Albuquerque and Southern New Mexico. As with all 
things in New Mexican culture, the secret is always hidden in the codes of the language used. 
For Marcos Martinez, it was no longer a secret that he faced serious trouble with regard to his 
future with La Compañia. Rather than moving to the classic foundations the company had 
been founded upon, he had led La Compañia into a decline from which it was difficult to es-
cape. 
 
The final curtain call for Martinez came 
during the production in 1991, of the play 
Martin. This play was based on Chicano 
poet Jimmy “Santiago” Baca’s narrative 
poem of the same name. In the review by 
Tom Sanchez, the play was described as not 
being “a Chicano play,…it was a play about 
a Chicano.”  In this production, Hispanic 70
and Mexican-American actors were in the 
fore. What little evidence survives, includ-
ing discussions with past members, suggests 
that there was a difficult relationship be-
tween Marcos Martinez and the board dur-
ing the rehearsal phase. The only evidence 
to support this is the sudden absence of 
Martinez from the record. The review of the 
play revealed that it had been directed by Elena 
Parres. Marcos Martinez is nowhere mentioned. 
Martin had been a project about which he had been enthusiastic, and its themes were an ar-
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Figure 8: Martin - Theater Poster
ticulation of an agenda that was grounded in the Chicano Theater Movement. He had been 
enthusiastic that this production would revive the company’s fortunes. Yet he was not to see 
the reward of a produ 
ction that finally resonated with its audience. 
The play, Martin, presented many of the themes that were also features of the Chicano theater 
and literature. References to the sanctity of the Earth and a social commentary embedded in 
the text demonstrated its ideological intersections with classic Chicano theater. It also ex-
pressed themes that were reflective of a border identity. “I was caught in the middle/between” 
lamented the protagonist as he bemoaned his existence.  This border perspective, and its ef71 -
fect upon the lives of the people living within its orbit was one that had gained prominence 
with the writing of Borderlands/La Frontera by Gloria Anzaldúa in 1987.  That this was a 72
politically charged piece was explained by Luis Umea, who wrote that Martin “charts the his-
tory of a people in the struggles of an individual.”  Much as Chicano theater made use of 73
comedy to great political effect, so did this production: “the scene that drew the loudest 
laughter…involved all seven actors on a Catholic holiday trip to the Jemez Mountains with 
Franciscan nuns.”  Martin was a critical success, yet it only ran for six days, and did not 74
tour. Reporting on the play was in keeping with the Albuquerque Journal’s history of support 
for La Compañia. Yet at no time was Martinez’ name mentioned. Nor was it mentioned that 
he had, in fact, left the teatro and the board. The next mention of the company in the journal, 
was that Ramon Flores had taken it over in 1992. But the company he led was a shadow of its 
former self. No longer a professional company, it lingered long, finally succumbing to its in-
evitable demise in 2005.  75
 Michael Dowdy, “The Affective Spatial Imagination in Post-1952 Puerto Rican Poetry”, MELUS:Multi-Eth71 -
nic Literature of the United States, Vol 135, No. 2 (2010) 63.
 Gloria. Anzaldúa, Cantu, Norma, Hurtado, Aida., Borderlands / La Frontera: The New Mestiza, (San Francis72 -
co, Aunt Lute Books; (4th ed. 1st ed. 1987), 2012).
 Luis Umea, “Martin and Meditations on the South Valley by Jimmy “Santiago” Baca.” Harvard Book Review, 73
Summer/Fall, 1989 No.13/14 (1989) located at www.jester.org accessed February 2, 2016.
 Sanchez, 1991, Op.cit.74
 Gonzales, 2007. Op.cit. pp.110-111.75
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The decline of La Compañia can easily be attributed to a combination of internal political 
divisions and the decline of arts funding in the United States at this time. However, this ig-
nores the reality that its inception came at a time when other companies in California had 
moved to a more commercial base due to growing economic pressures and declining patron-
age. The scant literature there is on La Compañia, fails to acknowledge that, unlike more fa-
mous teatros in California and Chicago, La Compañia did not have the support of a large so-
cial movement. The nature of El Movemiento Chicano in New Mexico was fractured, and de-
veloped much later than it did in California and Texas.  Certainly, the Chicano Movement 76
was influential amongst university students in New Mexico during the 1980s and into the 
1990s. However, its aims did not resonate in all parts of the state. Indo-Hispanics had not 
found a collective voice prior to La Compañia, although they were beginning to organize. 
Under Rodriguez, the pride in heritage for Hispanics was cultivated through works that had a 
strong regional flavor. Productions such as Nuevo Mexico, Si! showcased not just a historical 
vision of a collective identity; they also articulated an ideology of co-existence framed by the 
state’s geography and historical scholarship. Rodriguez’ mission to expose the fragility and 
artificial nature of the border with Mexico was a vision whose inception was a product of a 
wider Latinidad view than was observable in the Chicano Theater Movement of the late 
1960s and early 1970s. This perspective, valid and valuable, was rooted in Rodriguez’ Christ-
ian ideological framework.  
Although La Compañia was nurtured under the patronage of academic institutions, it initiated 
a much wider conversation within the state. Political forces in the state were increasingly ask-
ing: “Whose Hispanidad?” as opposed to the questions that arose from the more class-based 
agitprop of teatros such as Teatro Campesino and Teatro Esperanza in Southern California. 
These questions framed the circumstances that surrounded the establishment of the National 
Hispanic Cultural Center and the National Flamenco School in Albuquerque only after they 
had gained support from the state’s government and local business. This was not without con-
troversy. Grumblings from Mexican-Americans continue up to the writing of this dissertation 
 Elizabeth “Betita” Martinez, “A View From New Mexico: Recollections of the Movemiento Left”, in Monthly 76
Review, Jul/Aug (2002), 53:3. pp.79-86. Locate at www.ProQuest.edu accessed 2/22016.
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as to why there was no equivalent support for Mariachi for example? Mexican-Americans 
clamored to be heard, as discussions in the Spanish speaking populations of the state faced 
pressure from an increasingly hostile English-Only agenda that was sweeping the country. It 
was not until 2003 that Teatro Nuevo Mexico was founded, which showed that Rodriguez’ 
vision was not dead. It sought, according to its mission statement, to “carry on the traditions 
and vision of Latino theater as expressed by the work of Jose Rodriguez.”  This vision was 77
based in a common humanity and an inclusive Latino identity in a state and a region where 
names matter. The growing use of the term Latino represented an evolution towards a mesti-
zaje identity rooted in the borderland heritage of co-existence and dialogue.  
Any assessment of the influence of La Compañia, both politically and culturally, demon-
strates that its growing irrelevance was a product of its own success. Forces and events it had 
given rise to had made it, over time, just one more company in a state with limited resources. 
The figure of Jose Rodriguez looms large in the artistic and cultural history of New Mexico 
during the 1970s and 1980, although his memory is largely ignored in histories of this period. 
His legacy, however, remains an inspiration in a state that was, and to a large measure still is, 
ignored both in regional and Chicano history narratives.  
1991 did not mark just the end of a golden age of bilingual theater in New Mexico and a turn-
ing point in the fortunes of La Compañia. 1991 was the year that Jose Rafael Rodriguez died 
and was cremated. At his funeral, the whole company turned up and accompanied his ashes to 
their final resting place. After the internment, Margarita Martinez approached the man who 
had guided and formed Rodriguez’ spiritual journey to the priesthood. As she approached 
him, she began to beat his chest, and was heard to say, “You took him from us. You killed 
him.”  Emotions aside, theater was his passion. His legacy was that he had passed on that 78
passion to others who previously had no theatrical vision or common political ideology. Jose 
Rodriguez may have died far from the theater and community he had loved, and by whom he 
was in return loved. His legacy, however, remains, and continues to inspire  
 Gonzalez, 2004. Op.cit. p.112.77
 Mellot, 2007. Op.cit. Location 2889.78
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Chapter Six: The El Paso Art Movement 
“We fight for the cause, not just by marching on the streets. But virally” 
Benjamin Saenza  1
All communities exist as a web of connections. They reach out, and are embraced by the flow 
of people, goods, services and ideas. El Paso lives this reality in a way that is far more viscer-
al than that which is experienced by many other communities. Operating within a multi-
valanced identity, this Southern Texan city serves Southern New Mexico administratively as 
an archival repository for communities from Las Cruces to Alamogordo, it is also a cultural 
hub, hosting festivals and exhibitions that smaller communities in the region could not sup-
port. It exists in a dynamic relationship with Ciudad Juarez, divided by a river that has been 
transformed into the harsh walls of the modern border. All the while, people cross borders, 
both state and national in both Mexico and the United States. Yet, El Paso remains largely 
unstudied outside of regional scholarship. Emerging from a closer examination of El Paso is a 
community that defies definitions of ‘us and them/nos y otros'. Its contributions to the cultur-
al life of the hemisphere are demonstrated by the significant contributions it makes to the 
artistic and political life of the region. The influence of the Siglo de’Oro Festival, held at 
Chamizal National Park has been discussed in the previous chapter. This festival, with a na-
tional and international reach, continues to be held every year in full sight of the border. Less 
well known is that El Paso, like its neighbor Ciudad Juarez in Mexico, is home to a signifi-
cant art gallery and has a vibrant mural tradition. Though largely absent in the national con-
sciousness of the United States, El Paso is a unique, robust and significant community that is 
unstudied outside of the region. 
This chapter will begin by contextualizing the city both demographically and geographically. 
It will then examine the history of La Raza Unida Party. Although the Party’s demise was 
due to infighting and personality politics, its most significant successes were in El Paso 
 Benjamin Saenza, cited in Salvador Guerrero, “The Chicano Movement - alive and evolving”, Borderzine: 1
Reporting across Frontera (January 28, 2011), located at http://borderzine.com/2011/01/the-chicano-move-
ment-alive-and-evolving/ accessed on 03/10/2016.
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County. This analysis is followed by a study of the El Paso Art Museum, and its collection. 
Unlike Los Angeles, there was, and remains, a vibrant local Mexicano art scene. Although 
rivaled by Juarez, El Paso was able to colonize the inner-city barrios with Paseño artist-led 
galleries, as it expanded its reach after opening a much-expanded county gallery to accom-
modate its nationally significant collection. Following this analysis, this chapter will examine 
the growth of the El Paso Mural Movement, with a focus on the southern inner city barrio/
ward of Segundo. This tradition, distinct from the Los Angeles and San Antonio mural 
movements, shares many of the influences and elements that define it as part of the Chicano 
Mural Movement. Yet, its themes contribute to a cultural identity that is formed by the Chi-
huahuan desert. The unique identity of this region, challenged by gangs, drugs, economic 
hardship and poverty, nonetheless found art as a means to give expression to its own fears 
and hopes. In so doing, it created a regional artistic expression that highlights and reinforces 
the diversity and dynamism of the Southwest and its borderlands. 
The history of El Paso began on the first day of the history of New Mexico. The expedition of 
conquest by Don Juan de Oñate had rested on the banks of what became known as the Rio 
Grande River on 20 April, 1598. Oñate sought to further his cause, and declared ownership of 
the territory for ‘His Catholic Majesty, Phillip II’. The name he gave the territory was Nuevo 
Mexico (New Mexico). As part of the celebration, Capitan de los Godos staged the first Eu-
ropean theatrical performance in what was to become the Kingdom of New Mexico. The 
play, a piece of religious propaganda, represented the first such performance in the future 
United States of America.  The colonial city of El Paso del Norte served not just as a way-2
station, but also as a doorway between the Kingdoms of Mexico and New Mexico within the 
federal Spanish Empire. The city was formally established by Fray Garcia de San Francisco 
in 1680. Having served as the capital in exile during the New Mexican Pueblos Revolt from 
1680-1692, El Paso remained the largest civic community in New Mexico until it was given 
to Texas in the “Compromise of 1850”.  The non-Native American population through this 3
John Kessels, Spain in the Southwest: A Narrative History of Colonial New Mexico, Arizona, Texas and Cali2 -
fornia, Albuquerque, University of New Mexico Press, 2002.
 W. J. Spillman, “Adjustment of the Texas Border in 1850”. Quarterly of the Texas State Historical Association. 3
No.3 (January 1904) 7.
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period never exceeded more than several hundred persons, with equal numbers of Anglo and 
Hispanic residents.   4
By the 1890 census, the population had grown to 10,000, and resembled the popular image of 
the ‘Wild West’, earning the city the name of ‘The Six Shooter Capital’.  Growing tensions 5
between Mexico and the United States saw increasing numbers of law enforcement and mili-
tary personnel in the region on both sides of the border. After the 1910 Mexican Revolution 
and the Cristobal War in northern Mexico, significant numbers of Mexicans sought refuge 
and settled in the El Paso County.  During the Prohibition era, cross-border ‘terrorism’ ac6 -
companied the expansion of the Juarez economy, as United States citizens crossed the river to 
enjoy its legal alcohol and colorful nightlife.  While the city was hit hard by the 1930s De7 -
pression, the Anglo-American community remained the largest demographic group in the 
county, until the 1940s. The post-WWII boom, coupled with the Texas Oil Boom, helped El 
Paso develop into an important trade center, and an increasingly important point for accessing 
the labor market in northern Mexico. With the combination of migration and an economic 
base serving the needs of cross-border trade, El Paso was not immune to the growing calls for 
Chicano and Mexicano civil rights and political inclusion in the United States during the 
1950s and 1960s. A combination of migration and domestic growth saw its Hispanic popula-
tion rise from 57.3% in 1970 to 63.2% in 1980. By 1990, this number had grown to 69%, 
compared to Los Angeles, with a Mexican-American population of 27.6% in 1990 and San 
Antonio which had 56% for the same year. El Paso was notable for being a city that enjoyed a 
Mexicana/o majority.   8
The role of identity in the social and ethnic politics of the Chicano Movemiento reveals a 
profound difference in how Chicanas/os and Mexicanos/as view themselves and relate to 
 “Western Scene Painted for Borger Post Office”, El Paso Herald Post, 26 January, 1939, Section 3, page 2.4
 ibid.5
 City of El Paso, A Short History of South El Paso (The City of El Paso, Department of Planning, 1976).6
 El Paso Herald, 26 January, 1939 op.cit.7
 United States Census Bureau, Race and Hispanics: Origins for Selected Cities and Other Places - Earliest 8
Census to 1990, (Washington DC, United States Government Printer, 2008) 8.
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their multiple constructions of identity.  “Because of their liminal and frequently contested 9
nature, borders tend to be characterized by identities that are shifting and multiple…"  El 10
Paso and its citizens engaged in a process of identity formation during the 1960s-1990s that 
shared elements in common with other regions in the Southwest. However, given the intimate 
relationship the city has with its neighbor to the south, this process was complicated. Just as 
Juarenses view Paseños as ‘less Mexican’, and ‘slaves to consumerism’, they define them-
selves as distinct from Sureños , or Southern Mexicans and Chilangos in much the same 
way.  Much of the Mexican scholarship argues that identity formation of Fronteras, or those 11
who live on the frontier, occurs in relation to the Anglo, the foreign presence ‘across the riv-
er’.  Recent scholarship by writers such as Pablo Vila, Ann Kingsolver, and Oscar Martinez 12
have begun to examine the assertion that Nortenos/Northerners, and Juarenses in particular 
define themselves more against the Mexican South, than they do against El Paso. Replicating 
the same prejudices against their Southern Mexican compatriots as Anglo-Americans apply to 
their Mexicana/o neighbors to the south of the United States’ border.  13
A Tale of Two Cities? 
The modern economy of Ciudad Juarez grew out of the ‘tourist boom’ of the early 1930s. 
Distilleries and bars proliferated in Juarez, much as they did in Tijuana and other border 
communities during this period. This need and supply process born of Prohibition created a 
middle class that began to exercise greater influence, and supported the economic ties from 
 As with other parts of the Southwest, the use of names is culturally and politically loaded. The use of Chicana/9
o in El Paso has political overtones, while the use of Mexican/o has a cultural context. 
 Thomas Wilson and Hastings Donner (eds.), Border Identities: Nation and State at International Frontiers, 10
(Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1998) 13.
 A derogatory term for people from Ciudad Mexico/Mexico City.11
 Pablo Vila, Crossing Borders, Reinforcing Borders: Social Categories and Narratives on the US-Mexico Bor12 -
der, (Austin, University of Texas Press, 2000).
 Ann E. Kingsolver , NAFTA Stories: Fears and Hopes in Mexico and the United States, (Boulder, Colorado, 13
Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2001); Oscar Martinez, “The Foreign Orientation of the Ciudad Juarez Economy”, in 
Gary Young (ed) The Social Ecology and Economy of Ciudad Juarez, (Boulder, Westview, 1986: pp.141-151).
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which they profited.  Juarez’ position as the manufacturing base for the regional economy 14
reached across the border. Its ability to recast itself to meet the changing demands of El Paso 
and the El Paso economy became features essential to its survival. El Paso, a city of 565,312 
residents in 1990, accounted for more than half the economic output of the region: a total of 
$8.6 billion in 1990. This economic output was one built upon the Maquila or manufacturing 15
industry in Ciudad Juarez. Juarenses also account for approximately 40% of retail trade in El 
Paso. As the El Paso Institute of Manufacturing and Material Management states, “If El Paso 
is the engine of the Paso del Norte trade, Juarez is the Axle.”   16
The economic relationship between the two communities facilitated Juarez growing to repre-
sent 15% of Mexico’s manufacturing or maquiladoria industry. Maquiladoras, which com-
prised both indigenous and foreign owned companies that benefited from low wages and lax 
labor laws and environmental protections, by 1990 employed 129,000 people in Juarez, out 
of a total population of 789,522.  Further, the population of Juarez differs from other border 17
cities in the region. Unlike cities such as Tijuana, migrants from other parts of Mexico ac-
counted for 20% of its population by 1990. This number is in contrast to Tijuana, which by 
1990 had 40% of its population born in Central and Southern Mexico.  The reasons for this 18
difference are numerous. The strong sense of regional identity in Juarez, coupled with en-
trenched prejudices against their southern compatriots, make living in Ciudad Juarez difficult 
for southern Mexicans. This remains a prime motivator for southern Mexicans to settle in San 
Antonio as opposed to Ciudad Juarez or El Paso. The migrant population of Juarez is drawn 
primarily from other Northern Mexican centers, and especially from other parts of Chihuahua 
State.  A further difference from other border towns in the Southwest is that American na19 -
 ibid. p.148.14
 David Lorey (ed) United States-Mexico Border Statistics Since 1900-1990 Update, (Los Angeles, UCLA 15
Latin American Center Publications, University of California 1993) 49.
 El Paso Institute of Manufacturing and Material Management, Report on the economic condition of El Paso 16
(El Paso, 1991) 4.
 ibid.17
 Lorey (1993) op.cit. p.51.18
 ibid.19
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tionals who live in Ciudad Juarez number 39% of the city’s population. This compares to 
11% in the Tijuana/San Diego region.  Migration, whether legal or illegal, to El Paso and the 20
surrounding region of New Mexico and Southwestern Texas, due to the homogeneity of the 
population, entrenched familial and social regional connections, remains fixed in the local. 
There is little evidence of any substantial migration from the region to other parts of the 
United States.  This stability and homogeneity contributes to the unique cultural and politi21 -
cal economy of the region. Additionally, these intra-regional dynamics contribute to the polit-
ical aesthetics in El Paso, as much as they do to Ciudad Juarez, facilitating the success of La 
Raza Unida Party during the late 1960s and early 1970s in El Paso, and southern New Mexi-
co. 
La Raza Unida, or ‘The People United’ officially formed in 1970; its origins can be traced to 
the events of 28th of March 1966 in Albuquerque. Here, Mexicano and Chicano activists 
walked out of a conference organized by the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission. 
“The walkout in Albuquerque marked the first time that the middle-class leadership had en-
gaged in an act of collective protest against the government.”  This walkout was at the urg22 -
ing of activists from Texas, including, Dr Hector Garcia, Vicente Ximenes, the GI Forum and 
leaders of the League of United Latin American Citizens (LULAC), a group founded in 1929 
in Corpus Christi Texas. Tejano and Hispanic veterans of World War I sought to end ethnic 
discrimination against Mexican-Americans in the United States.  The committee met in El 23
Paso on 27th and 28th of October 1967. This meeting coincided with a meeting between 
President Lyndon B. Johnson and Mexican President Gustavo Gustave Díaz Ordaz. The or-
ganizers refused to invite Cesar Chavez, Lopez Tijerina and Rudolfo Gonzales due to ideo-
logical issues concerning their loyalty to the Democratic Party. As a result, delegates walked 
out of the meeting to hold their own meeting in the Southside Segundo Barrio. The meeting, 
Tito Alegria Olazabel, Desarollo urbano in la frontera Mexico-Estados Unidos (Conocultura), (Mexico DF, 20
Consejo Nacional para la Cultural y las Artes, 1992) 132.
 ibid.21
 Carlos Munoz Jnr, Youth, Identity, Power; The Chicano Movement (London, Verso Press, 1989) 50.22
 David G. Gutierrez, Walls and Mirrors: Mexican Americans, Mexican Immigrants, and the Politics of Ethnic23 -
ity. (University of California Press.1995) 9.
 152
named La Raza Unida, rejected the meeting between the two presidents, and adopted the 
Plan de la Raza Unida, with a call for Chicano solidarity. They then resolved to meet in San 
Antonio to form a national party with the support of 1200 delegates from over 50 organiza-
tions representing both the middle class and student activist groups. La Raza Unida had been 
formed. Yet, its very make-up did not bode well for the future. The need to accommodate 
vastly differing approaches and tactics required careful management. As the delegates pre-
pared to attend the convention, they needed clear lines of authority. However, from the be-
ginning, they were stymied by division.  24
The leading lights in the formation of La Raza Unida were Texas native Jose Angel Gutierrez, 
Mario Campean and Willie Velasquez who all played pivotal roles in the El Paso and Antonio 
conferences. Their program saw local organizations calling themselves La Raza Unida Party 
win two seats and three school board seats in Crystal City, 190 kilometers from San Antonio. 
These successes were quickly echoed by wins in Cotulla and Carrizo Springs, Texas in 1969 
and 1970.  This led to the party being formally listed nationally with chapters officially affil25 -
iating. In 1970, Rudolfo Gonzales established a chapter in Denver, Colorado, pursuing the 
same agenda and constituency as the Texas group. That led to the formation of chapters in 
California and Arizona during that year. Gonzales called for a ‘Convention’ to meet in El 
Paso, in September 1972. There, 3000 delegates formally established La Raza Unida as a na-
tional political party. This was to be the first and the last national party convention. Divisions 
were evident from its inception. Although it fought campaigns across the Southwest, its only 
substantial electoral success was in Southern Texas.  26
The roots of La Raza Unida’s failure were political divisions and the call to abandon support 
for the Democratic Party of America. Without leaders such as Cesar Chavez and Dolores 
Armando Navarro, Mexican American Youth Organization, (Tucson, University of Arizona Press, 1997) pp. 24
233; Armando Navarro, La Raza Unida Party, (Philadelphia, Temple University Press, 2010) pp. 31-36; Ignacio 
Garcia, United We Win: The Rise and Fall of the Raza Unida Party, (Tucson, Mexican American Studies and 
Research Center, 1989) 74; Harry Ring, “Raza Unida Organizes Throughout Texas,” The Militant, November 
10, 1972.
 Navarro (2012) op.cit. p.42.25
 ibid. p.4926
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Huerta, the Party could not sway the large body of Chicanos who followed them in their de-
votion to the Democratic Party. Older organizations, supported by a middle-class base, found 
the left-wing rhetoric of some of La Raza Unida’s leaders disturbing. They rejected the sepa-
ratist language used by some of the party’s leaders. Failing to see that these organizations 
were influential in the cultural politics of the Southwest, the leaders of La Raza Unida never 
articulated ways that might foster a path to inclusion. Divisions were also present along re-
gional fault lines. The largely Tejano leadership found that Chicanos in other parts of the 
Southwest wanted to maintain their own identities and influence.  
Los Angelenos seemed oblivious to the histories, identities and context of communities in 
other parts of the Southwest. Although it survived for several more years, the Party eventual-
ly broke up in 1978.  These divisions contributed to the fall of the party, and played a part in 27
solidifying the role of the Democratic Party in the politics of La Raza. Idealistic students be-
came frustrated with the personality politics that were dividing the Chicano Movemiento, and 
its student wing El Movemiento Estudiantil de   Aztlán (MEcha). They also resisted attempts 
by the socialist faction to place class issues over ethnic considerations. “The same went for 
frustrated Chicanas who found MEcha reluctant to deal with feminist issues.”  28
The border, the economy and migration in the 1980s. 
In 1982, the Mexican government radically devalued the peso, precipitating a large migration 
from the south to Mexico City and the country’s north. This southern migration was driven 
by economic factors. Many of these economic refugees were unaware that the United States 
government had, under President Reagan, established greater security along the border with 
Mexico. The Reagan security agenda imposed more stringent checks and documentation re-
 Benjamin Márquez, Rodolfo Espino, "Mexican American support for third parties: the case of La Raza Uni27 -
da". Ethnic and Racial Studies 33 (2): 290–312.
 Manuel Gonzales, Mexicanos: A History of Mexicans In The United States, (1999,1st ed), (Bloomington, In28 -
diana University Press, 2009) 212-213.
 154
quirements than had been the accepted pattern in previous decades.  When these migrants 29
discovered that movement across the border was being restricted, they were forced to either 
settle in the border towns, thus increasing tensions already present, or join the many who 
were risking death for the chance to escape their dire economic circumstances by crossing the 
border. The response within the United States was to construct this increasing wave of mi-
grants as being an ‘invasion’ of ‘illegals’, adding to the backlog of grievances and tensions 
along the border. The migration pattern, driven by economics and absorbed by the South-
west’s (mainly Californian) need for cheap labor, continued.  
Following the 1985 earthquake, many residents of Mexico City fled north from the decentral-
izing policies pursued by Lopez Portillo and his government. The influx of migrants was a 
factor in the growing influence of gangs in the north during this period, as a toxic mixture of 
despair, poverty and the promise of opportunity created a climate of fear and insecurity in 
both Ciudad Juarez and El Paso. Although this migration caused economic and social ten-
sions in Juarez to become a feature of the city during this period, it also created the pool of 
labor necessary for the economic growth of Juarez as factories sprung up from the mid-1980s 
to provide for the demand of US consumers for clothing, textiles and low-grade electronics. 
This economic landscape led to the reality that “much of the personal income earned by resi-
dents in Juarez is generated directly or indirectly by the presence of the American Economy” 
indeed, “considerably more than half of the earnings of the Juarez labor force originate in El 
Paso and in the tourist and maquiladora sectors on the Juarez side.’  Although government 30
and political forces outside of the region struggled with this relationship, it was well under-
stood in the border region around El Paso. 
The regional hierarchy prevalent in Mexico did not operate independently. The Frontier iden-
tity forces Juarenses to construct their identity as much in relation to their northern neighbors, 
 Pablo Villa, Crossing Borders, Reinforcing Borders: Social Categories, Metaphors, and Narrative Identities 29
in the US-Mexico Frontier (Tucson, University of Arizona Press, 2000) 22-26.
 Ruben Lau, “Ciudad Juarez: Grupos de presión y fuerzas políticas”, in Sistema politico y democracia en Chi30 -
huahua (Ciudad Juarez, Instituto de Investigaciones Sociales de la UNAM, Universidad Autonomica de Ciudad 
Juarez, 1986) 11. Maquiladoras - Factory Workers.
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as it does their southern compatriots.  Attitudes in Juarez reflect many influences both from 31
and convergent with those held in the United States. A greater sense of social liberalism with 
a perception that they work harder than their southern neighbors within Mexico reflects atti-
tudes common north of the border.  Such constructions of identity are not framed around 32
“who I am?” but “when, where, how I am.”  As much as southern Mexicans define them33 -
selves against the ‘other’, northerners define themselves equally against their southern neigh-
bors as they do Paseños. As Hall observed, “Identities are constructed through, not outside, 
difference.”  This identity formation encounters a dynamic in Juarez and El Paso that res34 -
onates with the people of both cities, creating insularity and making it difficult for those who 
come from outside the region to assimilate. This dynamic is best described by one respondent 
in Pablo Villa’s Crossing Borders, “Juarez couldn’t live without El Paso, nor El Paso without 
Juarez…they’re irremediably joined. It’s rare for someone not to have relatives in El Paso, 
and for El Paseños to have family in Juarez.”  For these populations, the border represents 35
‘an open wound’, “uno herida abierta, where the Third World grates against the first and 
bleeds. And before a scab forms, it hemorrhages again…forming a third country - a border 
culture.”   36
Any understanding of the Frontera/Borderlands identity needs to take this tense, and at times 
conflicted, relationship between the two communities into account. If a Chilango moves to 
Ciudad Juarez, they retain the identifier.  However, once they have crossed the border, they 37
transition to being Mexican-American if they settle in the Southwest. If they move to other 
 The term Juarenses is just one used to describe the residents of Ciudad Juarez. The equivalent term for a resi31 -
dent of El Paso is a Paseño. There are many other terms used, but these two will be used for the sake of simplic-
ity, for the general purposes of this dissertation.
 Vila, (2000) op.cit. p.94.32
 Trinh Min-ha, Framer Framed (New York, Rutledge, 1990) 157.33
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parts of the US, their identity becomes blended into the label, Latin Americans. “The problem 
is that our…Chilango, in one way or another, has to respond to this new set of social percep-
tions, creating a self that relates in some way to this new mirror.”  How these migrants re38 -
spond to their identity formation is defined by both the region, and the border itself. “One of 
the most problematic situations in which people’s national identity must be negotiated, is 
where the border is drawn with little reference to ties of blood, and/or culture which in some 
cases bind those across its reaches…those living in these border areas must evolve a modus 
vivendi which incorporates contradictory identities.”  By constantly negotiating different 39
methodologies of classification, they seek modes or expression that utilize nationality and 
ethnicity, to detach themselves from being identified as being Mexican in the national con-
text.  
A trope commonly accepted in El Paso is that residents of the relatively affluent west see 
those living in the South, specifically El Segundo Barrio, as being defined by poverty, prox-
imity to the border, and prolific use of Spanish as relational to its poverty. This view is rein-
forced by a durable political economy predicated by a racial hierarchy. “The history of the 
city implies that El Paso was born and evolved with a strong anti-Mexican/anti-Spanish sen-
timent due not only to the presence of South El Paso [El Segundo Barrio], but to incessant 
migration from Mexico.”  Much of the artistic output of the Barrios articulates the struggle 40
to identity with a Mexican-American profile. Although, some similarities and convergences 
are observable in the artistic output of the El Paso and Ciudad Juarez, they show a profound 
difference, in form and content from that of other parts of the Southwest. Although the drive 
to create a political voice may have been frittered away in internecine politics, the need to 
give expression to a local identity, within national and cross-border frameworks, was one that 
found resonance in the artistic community of El Paso. 
 Pablo Villa, “Narrative Identities: The Employment of the Mexican on the U.S.-Mexico Border” in The Soci38 -
ological Quarterly 38(1) (1997, pp.147-183) 149.
 Thomas Wilson, and Hastings Donnan (eds), Border Identities: Nation and State at International Frontiers, 39
(Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1998) 13.
 Margarita Hidalgo, “Language and Ethnicity in the Taboo Region: The US-Mexican Border, International 40
Journal of Sociology and Language, (1995) pp.24-25.
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Art, Museum and the Barrio. 
Prior to 1958, El Paso held in its county museum a relatively small collection. Many smaller 
cities and communities held similar collections. And though they might provide some small 
proof of the cultural life of their communities, they rarely served as launching pads for 
greater artistic endeavors. 1958, however, was to be a turning point in the cultural capital of 
El Paso. The estate of entrepreneur Samuel H. Kress gifted to the city a significant collection 
of Renaissance and Baroque art, including a major collection of Latin American Art from the 
vice-Regal period. This included works by well-known artists Miguel Cabrera, Nicolas En-
riquez, Antonio de Torres and Sanchez Salmeron. The collection included significant works 
by American artists, including one of the nine surviving copies of the 1796 portrait of Presi-
dent George Washington by Gilbert Charles Stuart titled The Atheneum.  The additions to the 41
gallery’s collection demanded a quality exhibition space better able to house and display such 
a nationally significant collection.   42
By the time of the new gallery’s opening on December 11, 1960, the collection had not yet 
arrived. This provided an opportunity for the museum to host its first exhibition entitled 
Faces of America. This exhibition ranged from the colonial period to the contemporary. In-
cluded were a number of El Paso artists. Mexicana/os, however, were poorly represented. The 
exhibition and opening were held simultaneously with the Sun Carnival Art Exhibition.  43
This led to national exposure to local artists, as well as drawing art connoisseurs to the region 
from 1959 to 1986. The boost to the El Paso art scene came at a time when there were few 
galleries in the multiplex region of Ciudad Juarez, El Paso and Las Cruces.  Art during this 44
 National Portrait Gallery, NPGAmerica’s Presidents, located at http://npgportraits.si.edu/eMuseumNPG/ page 41
9 accessed on 27 April 2015.
 Maren Jannette Wilson, transcript of UTEP Mural Conference, November 2, 1992, (UTEP Mural Conference 42
Archive, University of Texas El Paso) 1.
 El Paso Museum of Art, El Paso in Pictures, (El Paso Texas, The Press, 1971) 10.43
 Mario Garcia, Memories of Chicano History: The Life and Narrative of Bert Corona, (Los Angeles, Universi44 -
ty of California Press, 1994) 341.
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period in the region was described as ‘modern desert style’ which favored modernist and ab-
stractionist artistic expression. Although the socio-political undercurrents in such works 
largely went unnoticed by audiences, the role of such influences did not go unnoticed in the 
El Paso art scene. The 1963 triptych The Crucifixion had won ‘Best of Show’. However, it 
also attracted public outrage in some sections of the community. Rather than stand by the in-
dependence of the gallery, Mayor Judson Williams ruled that The Crucifixion would not be 
exhibited in the county. The resulting row led to the dismissal of museum director Reginald 
Fisher, and not inconsiderable public outrage.  Martin argued that his work “depicted man’s 45
inhumanity to man. It was never meant to be the Crucifixion of Christ.”  Although his work 46
was later exhibited in the Fernal Gallery in El Paso without comment or cause for concern, 
the artist concluded, “I could never work and paint in El Paso again.”  He subsequently relo47 -
cated to Puerto Vallarta in Mexico where he continued to be a successful and influential 
artist.   48
Following the dismissal of its director, the net result of the controversy led to the museum 
favoring a style of art that was naturalistic and grounded in realism up until 2000. The 
gallery, however, was beginning to challenge its Anglo bias by appointing Woodrow Wilson 
Brumbo, a Native American, as ‘interim-Director’ from 1964-1967. During this time, several 
galleries opened in the region. The most important of these were the Ferrel and the Green-
field; in 1962, the Ferrel rebranded and became the 222 Gallery. This was a privately owned 
gallery from 1962-1974. Led by its owner, Cita Platt-Schustern, it was at the forefront in 
promoting local and regional artists. Famous names within the Texan art scene, such as Rob-
ber Massey, Russel Waterhouse, Kathe Kollwitz and Manual Acosta, were regular features in 
the gallery’s exhibition showings. There were smaller galleries in El Paso during this period, 
which included Art Dimensions. This gallery opened in 1972 and remained open until 1982. 
Art Dimensions consisted of a gallery in the front and the artist opened ‘Copperstone Press’ 





in the rear of the building.  This model of art collectives remains a feature of the regional art 49
movement in the triplex region. 
The first exhibition of a work by a Mexican-American artist at the El Paso Museum of Art 
was in 1968. The work of local artist Manuel Acosta was incorporated into the museum’s col-
lection, and was a turning point in the attitude of the museum’s administration, as well as the 
community, to Mexican-American art.  This interest countered institutional apathy in the 50
museum’s administration towards fostering local Mexicano and Chicano art, and empowered 
its outreach and education arms to reach out to the inner city barrios, most especially Segun-
do Barrios. Manuel Acosta and Luis Jimenez became foci of groups of artists and local resi-
dents from whom a vibrant culture of visual representation was born in the barrios of El Paso 
and Ciudad Juarez. In 1977, Chamizal National Monument, already the home of the Siglo 
d’Oro Festival of Spanish Theater, hosted A Blending of Cultures - Artists of US and Mexico. 
This exhibition included works by many first-generation Chicano artists, including Manuel 
Acosta, Celia Alvarez-Munoz and Carlos Callejo. The monument is also very close to Segun-
do Barrio in the city’s south. This convergence of influences spurred interest in Mexican-
American and Chicano art in the heart of El Paso, and created a foundation for fostering artis-
tic expression individually and collectively as the people of the inner barrios negotiated a pe-
riod of change that was sweeping across the region.  A feature of the exhibition was the at51 -
tendance of Rosalynn Carter and Carman Romano de Lopez Portillo, the First Ladies of the 
United States and Mexico respectively.  The presence of the First Ladies at the exhibition’s 52
opening assured exposure in the press of both nations. This support was a factor in attracting 
the work of faculty at the University of Texas El Paso, New Mexico State University and the 
Universidad Autonomia de Ciudad Juarez. They ensured that the annual festival attracted 
artists from both sides of the border. Its success created the ground for new galleries to open 
and enjoy commercial success. In 1985, the Adair Mungo Art Gallery opened with the pur-
 Carol Ann Price, Early El Paso Artists, (El Paso, Western Texas Press, 1983) 51.49
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pose of seeking “to define and integrate the various expression of Hispanic art, to demon-
strate the unity and diversity of Hispanic culture.”  The financial contribution of galleries 53
along with the institutional support of universities in ensuring that a talent base remained in 
the region cannot be overemphasized. They led to the founding of Juntos, a community art 
collective. This collective was an important participant in many of the community mural 
projects in Segundo Barrio in South El Paso during the 1970s and 1980s. 
During the 1990s, many galleries and art projects in the Southwest were either struggling, or 
non-existent due to funding pressure and changing social demands. By contrast, the El Paso 
Museum of Art was growing and enjoying significant support from the community. However, 
the local Mexican-American community felt left out. As Chon Noriega observed: “The mu-
seum was 100% municipally funded, yet not responsible to the local community, especially 
the Mexican-Americans who made up 70% of the local population.”  The museum’s lack of 54
public support, tied to institutional agitation from the university and local galleries, led to the 
creation of a community advisory board. The board supported the showing of the now fa-
mous exhibition Chicano Arte: Resistance and Affirmation (CARA), as well as an exhibition 
of the work of Carmen Lomas Garza titled Piece of my Heart/Pedacito de mi Corazon. Al-
though these exhibitions were not without controversy, they also ensured that museum atten-
dance grew to 6,500 people over a six-week showing, with the CARA exhibition attracting 
approximately 4,000 people to the opening alone.  Across the border, Juarez was able to in55 -
stigate a major regional art competition following the success of the CARA exhibition, with 
the support of the Ford Foundation. This project succeeded with the collaboration of the El 
Paso Museum of Art, Adair Margo Gallery, and the New Mexico State University. The exhi-
bition toured the region in both Mexico and the Southwest. It produced an annual catalogue, 
Entre Lineas, instituting an era of cross-border artistic endeavors that ensured a lively region-
al and politically active art scene.  These artistic endeavors affected the local artistic output, 56
 Bertha Rodriguez, “Mural on Project Wall Keeps Graffiti at Bay”, El Paso Times, 26 January 1986, B-1.53
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which was varied and diverse. Yet, a constant feature of these works is that they represent the 
local rather than the merely regional. Their individuality is added to their diversity, which ex-
pressed not just some local activism, but was part of a wider identity that existed within the 
comunidad of the Southwest.  57
The collection of El Paso Art Museum had come to represent what it means to live on the 
border. Bruce Berman, a native of Chicago, who focused his work on El Paso and the border-
lands, became the featured artist at the El Paso Museum of Art, and was also Assistant Pro-
fessor of Art at New Mexico State University. He described border artists as being engaged in 
an attempt to combine “the facts and feeling, the romance and realities of life on the 
border….to make us understand each other better”.  Luis Jimenez was born in El Paso, at58 -
tending the University of Texas Austin, where he 
completed his B.A. in Art and Architecture, before 
gaining his Masters degree from the Ciudad Uni-
versitaria de Mexico. He has taught in Arizona and 
Texas, as well as being commissioned to do major 
works across the Southwest.  His work “Barfly”, 59
created between 1968 and 1974, encapsulated this 
approach. In this work, Jimenez constructed an im-
age that, on the surface, appears trite in its national-
ism, drawing upon imagery common in the 1940s. 
Yet, on closer examination, what appears to be a 
standard image replete with jingoism is seen to be 
far more. The figure is a peroxide blonde, sitting 
upon the American flag in a celebratory stance. Yet 
her skin is brown, with rouge applied thickly, and 
 Comunidad is a Spanish term that goes beyond simple community, but carries within it the idea that the col57 -
lective and the individual are relational in an active sense.
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 El Paso County Museum of Art, Christian Gerstheimer (Curator), Desert Modern and Beyond: El Paso Art 59
1960-2012, (Dallas, Taylor Publishing, 2012) 130.
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Figure 9: The Barfly - Luis Jimenez
her curves far fuller than similar images that were popular in the 1940s. The upraised arm is 
reminiscent of the ‘Statue of Liberty’, yet it holds a cleaning cloth rather than a lamp of free-
dom. The viewer at first thinks they are seeing the type of Americana popular art throughout 
the region. The more literate amongst them would recognize the similarities to the cover of 
Gore Vidal’s 1968 satire, Myra Breckenridge. As much as Vidal sought to highlight and sati-
rize sexual attitudes of the time, this work seeks to highlight, satirize, and challenge racial 
stereotypes.  
In contrast, Rudy Mon-
toya Jr’s 1975 Viva 
Villa!, an ink on paper 
proof, presents a group 
of five male Mexican 
revolutionaries. They 
stand in a group looking 
directly at the viewer, 
with their sombreros 
pushed back in the man-
ner of a cowboy. The 
leading three bandaleros 
are shadowed by two figures behind them whose faces 
become indistinct. The ‘heroic’ leaders of this, or any 
revolution are identifiable. Yet their supporters, those who fight and struggle, are silent, a 
shadow behind their leaders. This work can be constructed as a critique of all revolutions, and 
all movements. The caudillo trope exemplifies popular struggles on both sides of the border. 
Whether they are revolutionaries or gang members, they band around a leader, usually male, 
who becomes the caudillo/leader. There are no women represented in this work. The Mexican 
Revolutionary tropes always refer to Las Adelitas, the women who fought alongside their 
men. Montoya, an El Paso native, became famous for his depictions of Western life, yet this 
work can be appreciated as a piece of Southwestern ephemera, until its composition is seen to 
challenge the viewer to question.  
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Figure 10: Mario Parra: Violinista 
(1980s)
By contrast, Mario Parra, an artist born in Copper Creek, Chihuahua state, grew up in Juarez. 
His father, a mechanic, raised his family with little money to spare. Although Mario wanted 
to be an artist from his early life, he had to support his family. He worked selling burritos in 
El Paso and Juarez. Growing up when it was still possible to walk in both directions on the 
border without a passport or check, he daily walked his route, crossing the border multiple 
times. His route allowed him to pass an artist’s studio, where he watched the artistic process. 
Upon completion of his schooling in Cd Juarez, he developed to become a painter in oils. He 
was to take up ‘rapid painting’, selling to tourists and passersby. Parra became enamored of 
panilla painting, a style of painting on velvet popular with tourists. In 1972, when he realized 
that the El Paso Museum of Art held art classes, he inquired about attending. Curator Bill 
Rakocy arranged for a scholarship to pay for him to attend. In 1975, Manuel Acosta helped 
fundraise to send Parra to the Art Institute of Chicago. He was to return two years later to 
recommence work in the region of his birth. This led him to work in various institutions on 
both sides of the border, both as curator and artist.  His work demonstrates a sensitivity to 60
his subject that reaches out to the viewer. They see images that are easily found in the faces 
of Juarenses and Paseños, yet he manages to imbue them with a warmth that breaks down the 
barriers between the subject and viewer. Much of his work has become iconic in both the 
tourist and the local art scenes. His major works in hospitals in El Paso, and schools in both 
Cd Juarez and El Paso give him a presence that has allowed him to work and teach in the 
border region up to the early 21st century.  61
The work of artists in Ciudad Juarez/El Paso challenged political agendas rooted in frame-
works outside of the region and notions of the border itself. This is a defining feature of much 
of the art produced in studios in the El Paso/Cd Juarez region. Rather than provoke protest, 
they take a much more subtle approach by prompting reflection and creating identification 
with the geography or the people. They place the viewer in dialogue with the subject matter, 
and leave them engaged in a way that is the opposite of the anti-immigrant and illegal-alien 
 El Paso Museum of Art, (2012) op.cit. p188, and Mario Parra biography located at http://www.arteparra.com/60
artgallery/museografia/ accessed on 25/04/2016.
 ibid.61
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tropes common in the United States’ national media. Among the artists whose work was cele-
brated on both sides of the border was Sergio Chavez. Born in Zacatecas, Mexico, he became 
a celebrated artist following his work for the Mexican Tourism Secretary in the 1980s. This 
led him in 1990 to be one of three artists asked to take part in the Mayor’s Invitational Art 
Exhibition in El Paso. His work is subtle, using watercolors to create a gentle dreamscape 
effect. The 1988 watercolor Rio Grande demonstrates this to full effect. The perspective is 
from the banks of the Rio Grande on the United States’ side. Overhead, the railway bridge 
crosses past the mountains into the heart of Mexico on the other side. This bridge frames a 
cluster of buildings and the Benito Juarez monument rising in full view, yet just out of focus. 
Overhead, flies an eagle. Yet, it is impossible to tell whether this is the eagle of the Mexican 
flag, or the United States seal.  Even the scene is hard to locate if the viewer is not familiar 62
with the region. It could as easily be a railroad in Tennessee, or Alabama, as it could be Chi-
huahua, Mexico.  
Jose Cisneros, a native of Villa Ocampo, Durango, Mexico, is another artist who works with-
in a regional ethos. Born the year the Mexican Revolution began (1910), his family moved to 
Juarez so he could attend school in El Paso. This also ensured that as government forces vis-
ited Juarez to suppress dissent, he could stay with friends in El Paso, and return once the 
troops had left. He moved to El Paso in the 1930s, producing a significant body of work that 
established him as a noted artist who promoted the Spanish heritage of both the Southwest 
and Mexico. His 1989 ink and paper drawing, Benito Juarez Monument, depicts a Hispanic 
gentleman, with a hat and suit, carrying a newspaper with a book under his arm. Next to him 
is a potted cactus with the Benito Juarez monument behind. The figure of the first Mexican 
President who was culturally mestizo, yet was born a Zapoteco, Don Benito Juárez is not just 
a nod to nationalism. Juárez was remembered for changing the spelling of the country's name 
in the 1800s, from Méjico to Mexico. He was a strong advocate of liberal politics, and estab-
lished the early republic under an anti-clerical agenda. He famously declared, “Entre los indi-
viduos, como entre las naciones, el respeto al derecho ajeno es la paz", meaning "Among in-
dividuals, as among nations, respect for the rights of others is peace." His death did nothing 
 ibid pp.71-7862
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to quash his memory, and the old Mexican city of El Paseo del Norte changed its name to 
Ciudad Juarez in his honor.  63
The figure in Cisneros’ work stands relational to the cactus and the artist in the foreground. 
This shadows the Aztec and Mayan architectural models, where their central plazas had two 
temples representing the Sun and the Moon, either side of the Great Temple, the center of 
which was the place of sacrifice. The sacrificial imagery inherent in the figure of Don Benito 
Juarez, is obvious to those accustomed to interpreting Mexican art, yet would pass the casual 
observer by.  Closer observation shows that the cactus is in far clearer detail to the monu64 -
ment. It and the male figure are a pair. The cactus is the Chihuahuan desert, and the man, let-
tered and urbane, is Ciudad Juarez. His relaxed manner of urbane sophistication does not de-
tract from his identity on la frontera/the borderlands. Cisneros’ style has deep resonance in 
the Southwest, despite his status as a Mexican artist; his works are on display in the US 
White House, the Texas State Capitol, and the Palace of the Governors in Santa Fe New Mex-
ico. In 1991, he was knighted by King Juan Carlos II of Spain for his contribution to the un-
derstanding of Spanish heritage in the Americas.  65
Manuel Acosta stands in contrast to the spar-
tan crosshatch style of Cisneros. His 1967 
Painting El Jorango Rojo is a forceful and 
striking portrait that directly challenges the 
viewer to meet its gaze. Its subject has no 
name, yet his dignity demands respect. This 
gentle challenge is one that Acosta uses to 
great effect in his art. His 1969 portrait of ac-
tivist Cesar Chavez had put him into national 
prominence as an artist. His Time magazine cover 
portrait was acquired by the National Portrait 
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Figure 11: El Jorango Rojo - Manuel 
Acosta
Gallery in Washington DC. Yet, Manuel Acosta was himself a migrant. Born in Mexico, he 
lived most of his life in El Paso, where he studied under Octavia Maggoffin. She was both a 
teacher at Bowie High School and an independent artist. After graduating from high school, 
he attended the Texas College of Mines (later the University of Texas El Paso) as a student of 
sculptor Urbici Soler. His first mural commissions were for the Houston branch of the Bank 
of Texas, as well as the First National Bank of Las Cruces. His work provided him with a 
platform to support the development of projects and artists in the region. He also supported 
mural efforts in the inner-city barrios/suburbs, as well as at Bowie High School.   66
The premature death of Manuel Acosta in 1989 proved a great loss to the art world, nationally 
as well as locally. His work with youth, and with developing artists, contributed to the em-
powerment, and artistic expression of a regional identity within a Chicana/o/Mexicana/o aes-
thetic. The portraits Acosta brought into being do not filter the ethnicity of the faces he por-
trayed. They do not seek to use revolutionary or cultural tropes. Rather, they present them-
selves as Americans. Their understatement is itself a discourse, one that has, at its core, the 
articulation of their identity as Americans. This is not the revolutionary portraiture beloved of 
the Chicano Movement. Rather, it is their very ordinariness which speaks loudest. By invok-
ing the image of the ordinary man or woman forced by circumstance to stand for ‘what is 
right’, he turned portraiture from the personal into the political. For Mexican-Americans, he 
provided imagery that provided them with dignity and pride. For Anglo-Americans, he gave a 
face recognizable to the Chicano Movement with which they identified. However, as impor-
tant as these works were, they were still portraits of men. Representations of women were 
largely absent, or framed within a patriarchal and heterosexist paradigm. Men lead, and 
women support.  
The 1988 installation Postales Naranja Dulce Ay! Il Peso/El Paso Kiambol/Campbell, by 
Celia Munoz, draws from her experience growing up Catholic and Mexican-American in El 
Paso. Celia’s work “addresses larger issues concerning spaces between languages and cul-




painting of an orange house next to a red car separated by green shrubbery. The greenery 
stands out, as such vegetation is absent in the topography of El Paso and Ciudad Juarez with-
out extensive use of water. Water is a valuable resource in the Chihuahuan/White Sands envi-
ronment, being used to support vegetation not native to the region. The garden can be con-
structed as a metaphor for the politics of division, but also to the gender inequities imported 
and imposed upon ‘native’ Chihuahuan and Texan culture. Next to the picture, suspended 
from the roof, are two sets of street signs. One shows the street sign for the northern circuit 
with the name ‘Campbell’, yet below it is the southern circuit with the name ‘Kiambol’ a 
Spanish mispronunciation of the Anglo-name Campbell. The other sign has the southern 
street name ‘El Paso and above it is the northern street name ‘Il Peso’, an Anglo mispronun-
ciation of the county name. This mispronunciation changes the county name from ‘The Pass’ 
to ‘The Dollar’. Next to it, on the opposing wall, is a short poem in English. “One day, Sarah 
who lived on Chihuahua Street wore an orange dress to the offering and everyone laughed. 
But she stayed on anyway.”  Below this, there are three ladybirds. To the casual observer, 68
the deeper symbolism might escape them. Orange is the color of the El Paso Miners, a col-
lege football team. It is also the name of a well-known Mexican nursery rhyme also popular 
in El Paso, whilst the ladybirds are a reference to an Anglo nursery rhyme with very similar 
meaning to the Mexican rhyme ‘Naranja Dulce’. The need to fly home, or leave for a new 
home, is woven through the text. Yet coupled with this sense of movement, a betrayal of ori-
gins, is loyalty to family, place or people.  
These works all have in common a line on a map, a line imposed and reinforced by institu-
tional and political division. As much as the Mexican ‘crosses’ the political border, the Anglo 
crosses a cultural and cognitive border by entering into the border experience. A shared dia-
logue begins. “The trauma of history dividing and uniting the wretched of the earth can only 
be done in strategically adventurous repeat performances.”  Chicana theorist Chela Sandoval 69
and post-Colonial theorist Churchill Ward frame such performances as the agency of ‘citizen-
 ibid. p.33.68
 Amit S. Rai “Thus Spake the Subaltern: Post-colonial Criticism and the scene of desire.” in Christopher Lane 69
(ed) The Psychoanalysis of Race, (New York, Columbia University Press, 1998) 91-119.
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subjects’ who seek liberation from hegemonic oppression by framing patterns of resistance.  70
These performative episodes are only possible through the medium of art because, “It is only 
in what we call the art world, that it is possible to invent a new genre…The reason is, that the 
art world remains the most permissive of cultural and social sub-sets.” The dynamics of polit-
ical aesthetics are easy to control in the defined space of a gallery. However, the public space 
in which murals engage can challenge the resistance model and, moreover, challenge the 
roles of artists and public. 
Murals produced in public spaces live in a tension between patronage, creative expression, 
political will and the needs of their audience. The role of communicating political and social 
yearnings is well studied.  Chicano Studies programs in universities and their publishing 71
output were not just catalysts, but also primary agents in the educative and ideological 
framework, creating a flow from the Mexican to the Chicano.  The funding of the National 72
Community Muralist’s Network (NCMN) in 1976 allowed groups across the United States to 
write, create slide exchanges and visits in a pre-digital world. Based in San Francisco, the 
NCMN published a quarterly magazine that was widely circulated and read.  This ability to 73
share the current thinking and contemporary discourse allowed impoverished communities to 
draw upon a cultural capital in their struggle to both unite and give voice to their communi-
ties. Many of the Chicano mural projects, for residents of the barrios and users of community 
centers, were important works that enjoyed significant communal support. They also became 
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places of resistance, identity formation and political evolution. This was as true of El Paso, as 
it was of other places across the Southwest.  
Segundo Barrio and the El Paso Museum of Art 1970-1991: Unlikely 
neighbors, and surprising allies. 
The area of downtown Segundo Barrio is bordered on the north by Paisano Drive, with Cesar 
Chavez Memorial Highway to the south, contiguous with the US/Mexico border. On the east-
ern side, is Cotton Street, and its western border is located in the alley between Mesa and 
Stanton Street, up to Santa Fe Street. Its western border is located next to the Chihuahua bar-
rio and the Border Retail District. These two regions surround the Downtown Bus Depot, 
across the street from the border crossing. The El Paso Museum of Art is located a kilometer 
north-west of the Segundo, with the modern University of Texas El Paso 3.2 kilometers fur-
ther up the road.  
A trope commonly accepted in El Paso is that residents of the relatively affluent west see 
those living in the south, specifically El Segundo Barrio, as being defined by poverty, prox-
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Figure 12: Segundo Barrio, El Paso, 
imity to the border, and prolific use of Spanish as relational to its poverty. Whether such 
views arose from a lack of knowledge about their neighbors, or entrenched bigotry, “The his-
tory of the city implies that El Paso was born and evolved with a strong anti-Mexican/anti-
Spanish sentiment due not only to the presence of South El Paso [El Segundo Barrio], but to 
incessant migration from Mexico.”
 
Much of the artistic output of the Barrios articulates the 74
struggle to identify with a Mexican-American profile. Although, some similarities and con-
vergences are observable in the artistic output of the El Paso and Ciudad Juarez, the aesthet-
ics formed of such dialogue show a profound difference in form and content from that of oth-
er parts of the Southwest, and of that seen in Ciudad Juarez. They exist in a climate of in-
creasing security concerns and economic change. Although the drive to create a political 
voice may have been frittered away in internecine politics, the need to give expression to a 
local identity, within national and cross-border frameworks, was one that found resonance in 
the artistic community of El Paso.  
In his 1984 article, “Mexican-American Murals”, Daniel Arreola surveyed mural production 
in El Paso that was evident in 1982. In this survey, Arreola located 19 murals exclusively 
within Segundo Barrio. Of these, only two were located upon housing projects, and one was 
located on a private dwelling.  The first audiences of these early murals were the residents of 75
Segundo Barrio themselves. This stands in contrast to the negotiated audiences of a gallery. 
The gallery viewer encounters the message and the aesthetic impact in a controlled space. 
The dialogue becomes personal between the artist and viewer. Such dialogue, however, 
masks the control exerted by the gallery and its underpinning ideology. Murals by contrast 
are a much more direct encounter between the ‘artist/s’ and the community. These affect not 
just the production of a mural, but its agency and performativity. Rather than the didactic 
process of an institutional mural, the speech and teach approach, place and identity are inter-
linked causal generators of visual discourse. This approach was well understood by Mexican 
muralist Diego Rivera, who argued that “murals must not lie outside the function of the place 
 Margarita Hidalgo, “Language and Ethnicity in the Taboo Region: The US-Mexican Border, International 74
Journal of Sociology and Language, (1995) pp.24-25.
 Daniel Arreola, “Mexican-American Murals” in Geographical Review, Vol 74, No. 4 (October 1984, pp.75
409-424) 414.
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in which his painting has its place.” As such, closer study of murals can challenge monolith76 -
ic constructs of identity. These are reflected in the growing awareness of the need to preserve 
historical locations, and the promotion of a nostalgic affection for the past.  77
An important feature of public art that moves beyond memory and marker is the place such 
art plays as acts of resistance and affirmation.  These are not the revolutionary call to redress 78
evident in works that trace their lineage to the mural Tropicana Americana painted in 1930 in 
Los Angeles. Rather, they are a search for redress within a mestizaje modality. This redress is 
described by Saidya Hartman as “an exercise of agency directed toward the pained body… it 
is intended to minimize the violence of historical dislocation and dissolution - the history that 
hurts.”  The search for redress is also a search for agency. In the Chicana/o and Mexican-79
American context, the use of Aztec/Mayan hybridity stands alongside images of the Virgin of 
Guadalupe, as well as the Mexican Revolution. Seemingly oppositional images and narratives 
give voice to different aspects of the communities that paint them. Cultural critic Coco Fusco 
identified that American culture “creates differential foundations, visual languages and ges-
tural vocabularies…whereas Euro-American artists expropriate and co-opt ritual and reli-
gious sources…colonized pasts for performative vocabularies.”  To the outside observer, this 80
hybridity, the product of the mestizaje condition, appears culturally ‘schizophrenic’. Accounts 
of the Virgin of Guadalupe are renamed as a post-script to the Aztec Goddess Tonantzin. Such 
a process ignores the anthropological and theological borders defined by academic and the-
ologian alike. The symbolic and mythic scope are formed of direct encounter rather than me-
diated revelations. The artist becomes pontifex, sacralizing the mestizo, consecrating its hy-
bridity, to produce an identity rooted in the local. This hybridity marries the Alamo and 
 Diego Rivera, Portrait of America, (New York, Cocici Ficede, 1934) 14.76
 Donald W. Meining, “Environmental Appreciation: Localities as a Humane Art” Western Humanities Review, 77
Vol.Rasquachismo 25, NO 1 (1971) 1-11.
 Tomas Ybarra-Frausto ‘Rasquichismo: A Chicana Sensibility” in Chicana Arte: Resistance and Affirmation, 78
(Los Angeles, UCLA Wright Gallery, 1991) 155.
 Saidya Hartmann, Scenes of Subjective Terrain, Slavery and Self Marking in 19th Century America, (New 79
York, Oxford University Press, 1997) 75.
 Coco Fusco “Introduction” in Corpus Delicti: Performance Art of the Americas, (London, Rutledge, 2000).80
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Tenochtitlan as shared experience of the same people. The Aztec heritage is redeemed by the 
same Virgin, also a Goddess, whose identity is born of the mestizo. In so doing, the trauma of 
the conquest, whether by Spanish or Anglo, is addressed and healed. Such intersectionality 
can confound the researcher and observer alike.  
Rather than clinging to orthodoxy, the imaginative landscape of the artist and her/his com-
munity creates a new space. The metaphorical and the literal collide and, from the collision, 
meaning is created from which identity can be formed.  Domino Perez, in a study on the 81
evolution and meaning of La Llorona, argued that, born of native Mexican imagery, she be-
came transformed into the metaphor for loss pain, regret, as well as an inspiration for artists 
and storytellers alike. Perez’ conclusion is that constructions of identity, of self and other are 
imbedded within the use of La Llorona in regional culture (namely the Southwest). This 
metaphor then takes on new meanings that give agency to the expression of grief. To the in-
habitants of the region, it is home, the source. This source, rooted in a mythologized identity, 
gives expression to silenced realities. In engaging with the “imaginaire, the researcher needs 
to contextualise … so that she allow(s) for the narratives’ meaning and function to transform 
under the influence of different environments.”  She thus stands as companion (if not con82 -
sort) to the Virgin/Tewantin, representing grief and redemption as expressions of the Mexican 
cultural narrative. The dynamics of such process may, on the surface, appear uniform yet, 
upon looking closer, they are seen to be very different tales, depending upon the locale.  
An examination of the mythic topography and imagery of the region challenges the equally 
mythic binary of Anglo-American hegemony. An image on the walls of Los Angeles was 
formed from a different world-view, and political-economy, than that of an image in Ciudad 
Juarez/El Paso. In seeking to give voice within the structuralist binaries beloved of academic 
discourse, the very patterns of colonialist negation of the local are replicated. By seeking to 
express a bilingual identity, the very practice of monolingualism creates a chimera. This is a 
 Serge Grozinski, Images of War - Mexico from Columbus to Blade Runner (1492-2019), Heather McClean 81
(trans) (Durham, Duke University Press, 2001) 19.
 Domino Perez, There was a Woman: La Llorona, from Folklore to Popular Culture, (Austin, University of 82
Texas Press, 2008).
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paradox that Southwestern peoples attempt to address in both image and the spoken word. 
The only way one can truly encounter this paradox is to experience it, to negotiate spaces 
where the meaning may not be apparent, or the language used to describe it is inadequate. 
The visual fundamentalism of English gives way to the descriptive richness of Spanish. The 
emotivity of Spanish is tempered by the analysis of English. Yet in creating a lingua-mestiza-
je, the very language used becomes of necessity the chrysalis of hybridity. The danger for 
those on both sides of the border is that they awaken to the reality that, in their study, a border 
is crossed. And, it is in the crossing that new forms give rise to new beliefs, and new ways of 
seeing the world.  
Gloria Anzaldúa observed, that “Culture forms our beliefs. We perceive the version of reality 
that it communicates. Dominant paradigms, predefined concepts that exist as unquestionable, 
unchallengeable, are transmitted to us through culture. Culture is made by those in power.”  83
Thus the act of cultural expression becomes more than an act of resistance; it also becomes 
an act of subversion. Cultural expression becomes more than an act of empowerment, it is 
also communal healing through artistic acts of empowerment. Its expression affirms and con-
textualizes experience from which cultural expression molds the identity of those who expe-
rience the artistic process, and its performativity. Their response to it affirms their identities, 
and forms the frameworks around which such identities engage in acts of agency. Without a 
narrative, a culture cannot conceive of itself as distinct. This narrative becomes as much a 
part of the discursive process as are its cultural artifacts.  
The book Colores on Desert Walls was a project funded by the Norwest Bank of El Paso and 
the University of Texas Press in 1997. Coming as it did during the end of the main mural 
production, it also revived an interest in preservation of the murals of El Paso. The loss of so 
many public murals was of great concern to academics and artists in the region. The study of 
the origins of the murals was as important as the study of the murals themselves, when no 
narrative existed from which to construct arguments for their preservation. Although this text 
remains the only serious study done to that date concerning mural production, its text does 
vary with local narratives on phrasing and naming of certain pieces. This narrative begins 
 Gloria Anzaldúa, Borderlands/La Frontera: Towards the New Mestizo (San Francisco, Arte Lute, 1987) 38.83
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with the clash of the drive for development and the needs of the local residents. Pressures to 
develop inner El Paso in the early 1970s were articulated as a means for ‘renewal’ by city and 
state authorities. For residents of the communities targeted, this was seen as a euphemism for 
clearing the barrios.  The response by community groups was to empower themselves by the 84
creation of murals. These murals were influenced by the Mexican Mural Movement in Juarez 
as much as they were from the residents of El Paso itself. Indeed, it was a Chihuahuan native, 
Manuel Acosta, who was a driving force in the emerging El Paso mural movement.  
Although born in Chihuahua, Mexico, Manuel Acosta had served in the United States armed 
forces during World War II. During his time in Europe, he had been exposed to its art. Upon 
his return, he studied briefly in Los Angeles, before returning to El Paso as a student of Span-
ish sculptor Urbici Soler at the Texas College of Mines - El Paso. Soler was a strong influ-
ence, introducing him to New Mexican artist Peter Hurd. This led to collaborative works 
from Houston to Texas Technical University.  Manuel’s mentors persuaded him to remain in 85
El Paso rather than move further west. Following this advice, he set up a studio located at 12 
Hammond Street during the 1950s. He found national fame when he was commissioned by 
the Bank of Texas to paint six murals known by their collective title “Texas under six 
flags”. Success in gaining mural commissions, as well as his portrait work, had enabled him 86
to paint a 1968 cover for Time Magazine, cementing his place in the national art scene.  All 87
the while, Acosta was assisting artists, both Mexicano and Anglo, in the region. He was 
called to action when the ‘development’ of the city threatened not just its unity, but its very 
identity. 
With the completion of Interstate 10, the city of El Paso was cut into two halves. The natural 
flow of people from one part of the city to another was halted. This division allowed Mayor 
Fred Hervey and his council to begin a program of ‘slum eradication’ from 1974-1975. This 
program facilitated the ‘relocation’ of eight hundred families before Mayor Hervey was 





forced to end it due to a shortage of low-income housing.  Unlike similar programs else88 -
where that saw the destruction of poor communities, there was nowhere to hide the effects of 
the barrio clearances in El Paso, given the demographic power of the Mexicana/o population. 
Influenced by the Chicano Movemiento, and emboldened by electoral successes, the local 
Mexicana/o community was becoming politically motivated. The passing of the Federal 
Comprehensive Employment Training Act in 1973 established a program that provided train-
ing during the summer break for local youth. As much in response to Mayor Harvey’s attempt 
to break up the barrios, as it was to unite the local population, La Compañia Pro la Preser-
vaccion del Barrio was established. Its stated mission was “…to stop the relocation and up-
rooting of the community.” Its second aim, and one no less important, was “to preserve and 
foster the community of Segundo Barrio which already existed there.”  This funding was 89
followed by a submission from La Compañia Pro la Preservaccion del Barrio to create mu-
rals in southern El Paso. This mural series was the inception of Los Murales del Barrio/The 
Murals of the Neighborhood. Guiding the project were Manuel Acosta, Carlos Flores, Ernesto 
Martinez and Mago Candora. With a budget of $21,200, they assembled twenty-three recruits 
to be trained and assist in the creation of murals around Segundo Barrio.  90
The purpose of muralism in the barrios communities had been in a process of revision and 
amendment since the Chicano Mural Movement began. Businesses saw them as a way to 
combat graffiti, and especially gang graffiti. These murals also attracted the Mexicano and 
Mexican patrons to support the business as acts of ‘solidarity’. For the artists, such concerns 
were secondary to their primary goal of “the demystification of popularly held notions of 
Mexican-Americans as politically passive and lacking in history, as well as culture.”  These 91
aims were useful within the wider Chicano agenda during the 1970s. For the residents of the 
barrio, murals served more immediate purposes. As Arturo Avalos, who with Pablo Schaffino, 
Gaby Ortega and Pascual Ramires painted the now iconic Segundo Barrio Glyph, argued, the 






ments down. “People didn’t realize what was happening then…painting brought them togeth-
er.”   92
 
The year 1976 saw two major murals 
with very different thematic forms be-
ing created. The Bowie High School 
Cafeteria mural commissioned that 
year “was reflective of the Chicano 
community of El Paso.”  Its location 93
ensured that Chicano imagery contin-
ued to inspire a new generation. Not 
all the murals of this period were in 
the classic Chicano neo-Aztec aesthet-
ic. Carlos Rosas, with his stepfather Fe-
lipe Gallegos, painted the mural Enteguia/
Entelechy. This 25-by-100-foot mural is located on the rear of the El Paso Boys Club at 801 
South Florence St. This mural consists of three faces representing “the determination to con-
tinue to live, nature and self-realization.”  Notable is that all three faces, although located on 94
a Boy’s Club, are female. The eagle is the Mexican Eagle, and the buildings on the right-hand 
side of the mural are the tenements along the border fence. The Chicano poet Rico de 
Sanchez wrote of this work, that it was “a philosophical notion that means the actualization 
of potential, the power or force within life itself, and the fuel for realizing humanity.”   95
The 1978 mural, Tribute to Joe Battle, also known as ‘Lagrimas’, or ‘Tears’, was created by a 
team led by Alfred Marcelos. This mural, located on Seventh Avenue, was dedicated to Texas 
Roads District Director Battle. Director Battle had released plans to run the Border Loop 




 Ramon Renteria, “Struggle for Barrio Life”, El Paso Times, 21 November 1975, p.495
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Figure 13: Carlos Rojas & Felipe Gallegos: 
Enteguia/Entelechy.
huahua Barrio, but also neighboring Segundo. One side of the mural depicted the skyline of 
the business district of El Paso. On the opposing side, is the skyline of Ciudad Juarez. Be-
tween them is an image of an older man, with one tear flowing down his cheek. Its effect was 
to galvanize local resistance which eventually led to the planned development being aban-
doned.  96
Themes that fell within the general Chicano Art Movement dominated much of the local pro-
duction during this time. Desert imagery and the border, with its tragedies, hopes and frustra-
tions, were defining motifs. Through them, students became politicized in and through their 
art. Rather than articulate cultural decline tropes, they celebrated survival and resistance. In 
1981, the first of a series of Virgin de Guadalupe murals was painted in El Paso. This mural, 
located on the wall of La Corona Grocery [Store] on Seventh and South Ochoa Street, was 
the first public representation of the Virgin imagery in the barrio. This was also the first mural 
involving Felipe Adam, assisted by Jesus Hernandez. Given the commercial nature of the 
commission, it does not represent classic politically motivated protest art. However, Carlos 
Callejo rejects the mural as a protest art trope common in contemporary mural discourse. 
Rather he sees them as affirmations of community: “you need to take it into communities and 
the context - because the roots of murals speak about the dignity of the people, about the 
struggles, the needs and the celebration of traditions and the dignity of our culture.”  The 97
growth of depictions of Virgins of Guadalupe accompanied increased tensions nationally, 
concerning a growing awareness of Central American migration. The decline in public fund-
ing for mural and arts programs attended increased funding in border security during this pe-
riod. Migration from parts of Central America was creating tensions in United States’ society. 
These tensions gave rise to policies that led to the border being policed and administered in a 
manner that impacted upon the communities that shared it. These waves of migration were 
attended by labor demands in California, largely met by Mexican ‘illegal’ immigration from 
Baja and Guadalajara. In response, the Reagan administration pursued policies that increas-
ingly denied Central Americans the status of refugees, as well as framing Mexicans as eco-
 El Paso County Museum of Art, Los Murales: Guide and Maps to the Murals of El Paso, (El Paso, 1990)96
 Miguel Juarez, op.cit. p.67.97
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nomically driven illegal aliens.  Whilst the growing concerns of Mexican and Central Amer98 -
ican migration began to have an influence upon the national conversation concerning its own 
Mexican-American heritage, the specter of a life-threatening disease was beginning to be-
come a factor in the life of deprived and minority communities.  
HIV/AIDS was as much an is-
sue in El Paso as it was in San 
Francisco or New York. How El 
Paso responded was creative, 
respectful and instructive. The 
mural, AIDS, was painted in 
1988 on a block located at 8009 
Sixth Avenue. The artist coordi-
nator was Carlos Cajello, a na-
tive Paseño, born in 1951 and raised in Ciudad 
Juarez. A year earlier, he had painted the mural Cuantos Hermanos muertos/How many 
brothers have died [crossing the river]. This mural had addressed the impact of Reagan's 
border policies. This mural was quickly painted over, and was replaced by a mural that was 
far more contentious and critical of Reagan’s America.  
The approach of Cajello to mural production was one that incorporated community develop-
ment and empowerment in the creative process. This was an approach that resonated with his 
young collaborators. As he observed, “I didn’t have one brush or pencil on that work. The 
kids guided the design.”  This approach was without controversy at the time, especially giv99 -
en the subject matter. The team approached this project from three different perspectives. The 
first team created a public service video, the second wrote a play that toured the El Paso and 
Ysleta region schools, and the third team created the mural.   100
 S Hemminson 1765, Before Subcommittee of Immigration and Refugee Policy of the Senate Judiciary Com98 -
mittee, 97th Congress, 1st Series (1981 Doris Meisner) Information Service, Ann.Ab. NoS521-44.1.
 Op.cit. Miguel Juarez (1997) 63.99
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Figure 14:  Carlos Cajello AIDS
 The form of the mural was the creation 
of the students themselves. The far 
right of the mural depicted ostriches 
with their heads in the sand. On the left 
of the mural, there are various people 
engaged in at risk activities that are 
confronting in their honesty. The cen-
tral figure was deemed the most con-
troversial at the time, as it was a naked 
female figure, surrounded by a torna-
do. This image represented the effects of HIV on the 
body. Official concerns, prompted by church protest, 
led to some of the young artists being relocated to other projects.  This did not prevent the 101
campaign being successfully completed. 
In the shadow of church and government complaints, the secular framework of this mural, a 
feature of Callejo and his art, made a powerful message of how official inaction, whether 
governmental or religious, had led to efforts to combat the epidemic being seriously im-
paired, with tragic effects. Although the church in El Paso was reticent about the project and 
involvement of high school students in its creation, community support for the project en-
sured not just its completion, but also its survival.  El Paso responded to this scourge in 102
ways that were progressive for their time. Located in several places around the city are small 
squares overlaid with an equal-armed cross. The most notable of these is located at 805 South 
El Paso St. These were painted to reflect similar murals in Ciudad Juarez, where these memo-
rials proliferate. In El Paso, these memorials reflected the reality that many natives of the city 
have relatives in Juarez who fell victim to the scourge of AIDS. Although the death toll from 
the HIV/AIDS epidemic was taking its toll in the region, gangs were equally a source of dev-




Figure 15: Memorial Cross.
 The need to address 
divisions and violence 
in the region saw mu-
ralism used as a tool to 
bring communities to-
gether. This need led to 
the production of a 
1990 mural, painted by 
gang-members at 1200 
E. 9th Ave., Building 
73 Ambrosio Guillen 
Housing Complex, Ex-
terior north wall from across the south of the city. This 
mural, ‘The Guardian Angel’, was painted to try and dis-
suade young people of the barrios joining gangs. Contextualized within Southwestern culture, 
this can also be seen as a curandera, or traditional healer. Whatever her origins, she stands 
over two huddled youths, behind whom is the Chihuahuan desert. This mural was painted by 
gang members as “a way of stopping barrios youth from joining gangs”, and is located very 
close to the border fence. The apparent innocence of the mural belies the brutal and harsh re-
ality of gang life on the border. From the mid-1990s until late 2010, both El Paso and Ciudad 
Juarez were plagued by gang violence.  For many observers, mural production became a 103
way of avoiding being recruited into the gangs. It also ensured that a common identity was 
formed that was not defined by the criminal. For Paseños, such struggles were not theory. 
They were a reality that many labored under in the barrios of the Southwest. When seen in 
the light of this history, the mural production of the time in El Paso is notable not just for its 
themes, but also for the role murals play in maintaining community cohesion during times of 
change, challenge, and hardship.  
 El Paso County Museum of Art, op. cit.103
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Figure 16: Guardian Angel
The El Paso Art Movement continues. Murals are still being restored, and new ones created. 
Many of these fit into the Chicano themes common in the visual language of the region. 
Artists’ collectives and galleries are still active in the city. They combine artists from both 
sides of the border, who contribute to a local aesthetic rooted in the border experience. They 
demonstrate a search for identity within a trans-border context. This art is not limited to gal-
leries and collections, it is also located in the alleys and backstreets of El Paso. It remains on 
the walls of tenements, church halls and houses. Unlike Los Angeles during this time, the 
Mexican-American population of El Paso was not a minority. This was a city whose bilin-
gualism was biased towards Spanish, and reinforced by a border imposed from ‘outside’. It 
was not, however, an art movement divorced and separate from the wider Chicano Art 
Movement. El Paso operated as much in a Southern New Mexican context as it did a South-
ern Texan and Northern Mexican one. This identity was not a rejection of American identity. 
Rather, it sought to position itself as another American culture within the wider community of 
Americas which make up the United States. The El Paso Museum of Art continues to hold 
and show major works by artists who operate across borderlines and communities. The city’s 
murals have become sources of pride and symbols of their communities.  
The ‘Junior League’, a major force in mural conservation and production, produced a walk-
ing tour brochure Los Murales in 1992. Its first printing was a run of 10,000. This was quick-
ly followed by a second run of 10,000. The El Paso Museum of Art took over production of 
the brochure, which continues in print as a guide for tourists and locals alike. As people move 
around the barrios, they encounter not just the murals, but also the people of the barrios of El 
Paso. In so doing, they become aware of the role such art plays in the life and culture of the 
city and its people. They also develop an appreciation for murals as American art. Murals are 
not just memorials or moments frozen in time. They are conversations between their creators, 
the people who live with them, and those who encounter them. They defy attempts to down-
play the role of El Paso in the cultural life of not just the region, but the nation. Finally, they 
also stand in testament to the complexity of the Mexican-American cultural identity in south-
ern Texas. In so doing, they highlight the complex interactions that define the Southwestern 
experience, history and identity.  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Chapter Seven: Anzaldúa as Postscript 
Brotherhood unites us, and love of our brothers makes us a people whose time has come and 
who struggle against the foreigner “gabacho” who exploits our riches and destroys our cul-
ture...  104
1969 - El Plan Espiritual de   Aztlán 
For many Chicanos, El Plan Espritual de   Aztlán served as a seminal text, leading to the 
foundation of what became the Chicano Rights Movement. Even when it was written in 
1969, the concept of “Chicano” contained within El Plan Espiritual was problematic. Com-
munities in New Mexico and Texas did not construct or see their identities as being the same 
as those of Southern California. They felt even more distinct from the communities in Ari-
zona and Colorado. Yet these apparent differences did not detract from the most glaring (and 
problematic) issue at the core of the emerging movement – gender. The very idea of brother-
hood, or carnelismo, left little room for the growing demands of feminists and queers of col-
or. Many of the men who helped found the movement had moved on to become academics 
who articulated the emerging struggle for rights, whilst ignoring, if not actively silencing, the 
growing calls for gender and sexuality inclusion within the larger Chicano Movement. It was 
to be 18 years from the 1969 declaration, when a diminutive lesbian Tejana published what 
became a seminal borderlands feminist text, that these inequities began to be addressed. In 
1987, Borderlands/La Frontera was published, representing a transformation in the Chicano 
agenda from a movement that had always seemed to find the issue of gender and sexuality as 
problematic, to one that sought to address issues of inclusivity, and diversity, even if, at 
times, they proved divisive.  During that time, the role of women within the artistic and lit105 -
erary movements was transformed from a contested and divisive element in the Chicano 
 First National Chicano Liberation Youth Conference, “1969 El Plan Espiritual de   Aztlán”, in Rudolfo 104
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 Gloria Anzaldúa, Borderlands; La Frontera: The New Mestiza, (San Francisco, Arte Lute Books, 1987).105
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Movement, to a force for change and empowerment. As a result, the movement placed hy-
bridity as a defining feature of identity in the Southwest. 
This chapter will examine the nature of gender within the Mexicana/Chicana Southwest dur-
ing the 1970s and 1980s. This will lead to an examination of the ideological framework with-
in which Chicana Feminism operated and its response to attempts to delegitimize it. It will 
then focus upon the text Borderlands/La Frontera and the way that the ideological and cul-
tural message it contained provided a methodology for addressing oppression, by which it 
transformed its audience, and the region. In so doing, it built upon cultural trends that were 
manifest across the region, to transform the cultural and political Chicano paradigm into one 
that was more inclusive. 
The Chicano Movement, and its political agenda, inspired by El Plan Espiritual, was a 
movement based protest politics, framed within a nationalist movement.  These agendas 106
belied the reality that this was more a patchwork of movements than a monolithic whole. The 
efforts of the United Farmworker’s Union (UFW) during its struggles under the leadership of 
Dolores Huerta and Cesar Chavez began in 1965, leading to its admission to the American 
Federation of Industrial Organizations and Congress Labor (AFL-CIO) in 1972 to protect the 
rights of farmworkers in Southern California. As a movement, it did not exist in isolation. 
The New Mexico Land Grant Movement known by the name La Alianza Federal de Mercedes 
(Federal Alliance of Land Grants), was active from 1965 to 1971 when it was founded and 
led, by Texan born Reies Tijerina.  In Colorado, the Crusade for Justice, founded by Rodol107 -
fo “Corky” Gonzales in 1965, listed as one of its main achievements the creation of El Plan 
Espiritual, as well as the more radical Chicano Student Movement.  These groups existed 108
before, during, and after the divided La Raza Unida Partido had lived out its short life and 
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collapsed into division, blame and counter-blame.  Each of these groups were convinced 109
that their cause was central to achieving rights for constituencies across the Southwest. Fur-
ther, their leadership, with a few notable exceptions, was very male. And although women 
were represented throughout the movement, they were almost exclusively relegated to ancil-
lary positions, reflective of the gender politics of an earlier epoch. Chicana gender politics 
shared similarities to similar struggles during the 1960s and into the 1970s. It can be argued 
that the situation of women of color, regardless of ethnicity, had changed little since Fannie 
Barrier Williams had lamented in 1905, “The colored girl….is not known and hence not be-
lieved in; she belongs to a race that is best designated by the term ‘problem’, and she lives 
beneath the shadow of that problem which envelops and obscures her.”  110
 During the 1970s, Chicanas and Mexicanas assumed an active presence in academia and, as 
a result, they explored their own identities and histories. Their conclusions led them to recog-
nize the need to begin articulating a Chicana/Mexicana Feminism rooted in the Southwest 
and United States’ experience. The birth of Chicana feminism can be explained by the in-
volvement of women in social protest movements during the 1960s and 1970s.  Much as 111
African-Americans and Asian-Americans had begun to articulate an analysis of the oppres-
sion they experienced, Chicanas and Mexicanas came to the realization that their oppression 
came not just from Anglo-American hegemony, but also from the patriarchal nature of their 
own culture. As their awareness of oppression and its effects upon the collective and personal 
psyches of its victims grew, their desire to resist this oppression also grew. However, this 
growth within a radicalized cultural agenda required a different approach from their Anglo-
sisters in their struggles during this time. 
For many women in the Chicano Movement, the family was constructed as the default model 
for the Chicano Movement’s cultural agenda. Women were constrained from any re-evalua-
tion of the family, as well as their roles in society, by the normative dogma of the Roman 
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Catholic Church, as well as those elements of the movement that embraced a more revolu-
tionary model. This double oppression belied the importance of women in not just the cultur-
al transmission, but survival of Mexican/Hispanic culture in the United States. As early as 
1974, Sheila Rowbotham described Chicana feminists as “a colony within a colony”, high-
lighting the multiple layers of oppression Chicanas experienced in their daily lives.  Al112 -
though this might be wholly true of Southern California at the time, it was less so in the east-
ern part of the United States Southwest. Their response was to promote a model of feminism 
that articulated a Chicana cultural framework. For many women of color, a salient factor in 
the construction of their feminism was the inclusion of masculinities into their discourse. 
This inclusion, in keeping with the idea of comunidad, was considered essential in their 
strategies for addressing the oppression that was framed by both race and class.  Intersec113 -
tions of economic, political and cultural oppressions retarded, if not limited, the realization of 
a feminist movement by women of color, and alternate ethnicity.  114
Through the 1970s and 1980s, Chicana feminists faced the need to address challenges exter-
nal and internal to their struggle for a voice. Francisca Flores explained this when she said, 
“[Chicanas] can no longer remain in a subservient role, or as auxiliary forces in the [Chicano] 
movement.”  This demand was echoed by Bernia Ricon, who argued that a strong feminist 115
Chicana movement was essential to a strong Chicano movement.  There were limited gains 116
during the 1970s, reflective of the economic pressures many Chicanas faced. Nieto Gomez in 
1976 observed, “Chicana Feminism is in various stages of development.”  This lack of de117 -
velopment of a truly Chicana or Southwestern feminism seemed to support Anglo-Feminists 
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in their critique of Chicana feminism. Chicana feminists held the position that the relation-
ship between Chicana feminists and the wider feminist movement was that of an internal 
colony exploited by the capitalist economic order.  This critique was extended to cultural 118
traits such as machismo. For many Anglo-feminists, machismo was seen as a significant 
source of oppression. For many Chicana feminists, the approach advocated by Anglo-femi-
nists did not accord with the cultural sensitivities and needs of Chicanas, Mexicanas and 
Latinas. Chicana theorists began to effectively tackle that position during the 1970s. 
The place of machismo in Chicana theory of the time was constructed as “a myth propagated 
by subjugators and colonizers,” a tool of social control imposed in the conquest of what be-
came Mexico.  Consuela Nieto responded to this critique in 1974 by proposing a ‘change’; 119
“the term ‘machismo’ is correctly denounced by all. It stereotypes the Latin Man….it does 
both men and women a great disservice.”  Although many Chicana feminists sought to ad120 -
dress the twin patterns of oppression and hegemonic cultural conformity, they still lacked a 
discourse that could serve the needs of women across the Southwest.  Many Chicana femi121 -
nists began to address the power structures external and internal to their ethnicity. They began 
to argue that though the Chicano Movement was engaged in a struggle against oppression, it 
lacked any analysis or understanding of sexism. 
By the end of the 1970s, Chicana feminists had begun to systemically analyze the intersec-
tionality of racism and gender discrimination within the Chicano movement. Feminists them-
selves were beginning to encounter resistance from within the movement itself. Calls to ques-
tion and reassess cultural standards and behaviors were seen as disloyalty at best. Chicana 
feminists increasingly began to address what for them was essential to the ‘Chicana agenda’. 
Marta Cotera, a leading Chicana feminist of the time, observed in 1977 that “It’s unreal that 
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we have let men interpret culture only as those practices and attitudes that determine who 
does the dishes at home. We as women also have the right to interpret and define the philo-
sophical and religious traditions beneficial to us within our own culture, and which we have 
interpreted as our traditions.”  122
Much as the Chicana/o muralists and playwrights were tackling similar attitudes in groups 
such as La Compañia in New Mexico, and with the growing awareness of feminism demon-
strated by the El Paso muralists, feminists realized that they “must become conversant with 
our history and philosophical evolution.”  Those within the movement who opposed any 123
discussion of gender and sexuality discourse countered such critique by arguing that the Chi-
cano Movement did not need to address these issues. They contended that Chicanos (men) 
oppressed Chicanas (women), not because of cultural and ideological inequalities, but as a 
result of the oppressions experienced in their daily lives.  For these loyalists, the Chicana 124
feminist was “anti-family, anti-cultural, anti-man and therefore anti-Chicano movement.”  125
They decried the ‘individualistic search for identity’ as being foreign, and a distraction from 
the Chicano Movement’s ‘true’ focus, combatting racism and colonialism. As Nieto Gomez 
was to note, quoting a ‘loyalist’ of the time, “And since when does a Chicana identity come 
from? The only ones who need identity are the vendidas [traitors], the falsas [liars] and the 
opportunists.”  These charges were current throughout the 1970s. The construction of any126 -
thing feminist as being a tool of the vendidas/traitors ensured that feminism within the Chi-
cano Movement was locked into a cycle of charge and counter-charge, creating a discourse 
based upon apologetics. Unless this cycle was broken, and a Mexicanidad feminism articulat-
ed, the status quo would continue to dominate the communities that make up La Raza (The 
People]. This patriarchal hegemony was further reinforced by a heteronormative discourse 
that excluded and silenced all who failed to ‘conform’. Should any resistance be encountered 
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to the exercise of patriarchal power, its proponents were framed as “agent provocateurs work-
ing on behalf of the Anglo, the Gringo, the Other.”  What they needed was an articulation of 127
a feminism that challenged the loyalist position, whilst also forging a feminism that enabled 
all Chicanas and Chicanos to give expression to a philosophical and ideological framework 
with which anyone could identify and engage. 
Change to the gender status quo came from a group of lesbian Chicana writers who articulat-
ed a radical new agenda. This agenda grew into a nascent feminism that, rather than seeking 
to claim a place on the hierarchy of oppression, sought rather to represent all Chicana/os and 
Mexicana/os. Cherrie Moraga illustrated this approach in 1981: “In this country, lesbianism is 
a poverty — as is being brown, as is being a women, as is being just plain poor. The danger 
lies in ranking the oppressions. The danger lies in failing to encounter the specificity of the 
oppression.”  Attacks upon the increasingly vocal and influential circle of writers revealed a 128
heteronormativity and entrenched patriarchy of the existing power structures within the Chi-
cano movement. The range of responses to the resistance of the ‘traditional’ elements of the 
Chicano movement were reflective of responses in the wider feminist movement of the time. 
There were those who advocated a separatist agenda as a means of addressing power in-
equities. Other groups sought to form alliances with other feminist groups nationally across 
ethnic and racial categories These efforts met strong resistance to what was seen as a ‘lesbian 
agenda’. These charges rarely addressed the content of their discourse. Yet, as Moraga ob-
served, the movement, whether Chicano or Feminist, could not advance in any meaningful 
way without addressing its own issues regarding diversity within the larger Chicano move-
ment.  129
Advocates of the ‘loyalist’ faction continued to argue that Chicano feminists were vendidos, 
or ‘sellouts’. Rather than addressing the concerns raised by feminists, lesbians and homosex-
ual Chicana/os and Mexicana/os, they “suspected [them] of assimilating into the feminist 
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ideology of an alien [white] culture that actively seeks out cultural domination.”  The battle 130
lines were being drawn with the cultural nationalists articulating a position that led to “in-
tense harassment and ostracism.”  The positions and ideological trajectories of Chicana 131
feminists at this time recognized that some Chicanas were attracted to Anglo feminism, “but 
we really don’t feel comfortable there. We want to be Chicana primero [first].”  Divisions 132
between Chicana and the dominant Anglo-feminist movement were grounded in the nature of 
their perceived struggles. Chicanos argued that they focused too much on gender oppression, 
whilst ignoring racial oppressions.  Increasingly, Chicana feminists recognized that combat133 -
ting racial oppression without also addressing gender oppression was a challenge, and that a 
more inclusive model of feminism was required. It also needed to be able to not just speak to 
La Raza, but also to give them a voice.  134
In June, 1982, a number of Chicana academics established a national group, calling itself Mu-
jeres Actives en Letras y Cambio Social (MALCS), to promote dialogue and discourse 
amongst academics, undergraduate and graduate students. It framed itself as being engaged in 
a struggle against racism and sexism. During the National Association for Chicano Studies 
Conference at the University of Berkeley, California that year, they outlined the issues con-
fronting the wider movement as having three main foci. The first was that charges of distrac-
tion were a common defense against feminist claims for their position to be heard. Secondly, 
it was necessary to recognize that Chicanas faced limitations upon themselves as women 
within patriarchal power structures. Their third proposal represented a significant change to 
the separatist nationalism of the Chicano Movement: “We challenge the notion that there is 
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no room for a Chicana movement within our own community. We, as women of color, have a 
unique set of concerns from white women, and from men of color.”  135
Although there was animated discussion of these points at the Berkeley conference, it was 
recognized that they were valid. The conference also recognized that there was a need to for-
malize and expand the struggle for a Chicana feminism. This led to the 1984 conference of 
the National Association for Chicano Studies (NACS) held in Austin, Texas, to adopt the title 
Voces de la Mujer (Voices of Women), so as to address in depth the ‘issue’ of women within 
the movement.  The outcome of the conference was that a large number of women had pre136 -
sented their research, experiences and creative responses addressing not just gender inequali-
ty, but also the nature of identity within a Chicano framework. As a consequence, the confer-
ence published its 1984 proceedings devoted entirely to the concerns of Chicanas and Mexi-
canas.  This marked a turning point in the evolution of a Mexicana and Chicana feminism 137
that addressed its concerns throughout the 1980s. As a result, Chicana feminists began to 
frame more coherent lines of argument that address critiques within the Chicano Movements, 
as well as issues relating to existential questions of identity and place. Ideology and discourse 
might serve the needs of academics and activists, but to reach women in the barrios and pueb-
los of the Southwest, they also needed to provide a discourse that reached across the ethnic 
spectrum of the Southwest.  138
The emerging feminist discourse within the Chicano Movement was gaining ground as the 
1980s progressed. It was beginning to successfully articulate its position both within and in 
opposition to the gender politics of the movement and its times. This position was framed in 
the dialogue and discourse of academic conferences. The issue of gender remained an issue 
that found growing, if at times uneven, resonance within the artistic and theatrical output of 
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the Southwest during this period. As discussed in chapters Four and Five, La Compañia de 
Teatro de Alburquerque had performed works that addressed issues of gender, as well as 
promoted the role of women within the company. This stood in stark contrast to Teatro 
Campesino under its founding director Luis Valdez; Valdez repeatedly failed to understand 
the need to address gender inequities in his work, and it can be argued that some of his work, 
most notably Bernabe, as discussed in Chapter Three, presented gender politics within the 
Chicano Movement at its worst. The company was not immune to the changes occurring 
throughout the Southwest concerning addressing feminist concerns. Valdez, having left the 
company, moved onto subject matter that was more rooted in history, ushering in his most 
successful period of artistic output. He produced two plays, Zoot Suit and La Bamba which, 
although successful, also demonstrated that Valdez just did not understand feminism. It also 
marked a period where Valdez moved away from sexually explicit and contentious material.  
After his earlier mitos period, which produced both Bernabe, and La Virgen de Tepeyac, 
Valdez moved on to produce more commercially acceptable material than he had produced 
previously. This change was well received by both Chicano and Anglo audiences. His play, 
Zoot Suit, was based upon the Los Angeles Race Riots of 1943. Although it was well received 
in Los Angeles and New York, its reception was not, however, one of universal praise. 
Valdez’ greatest advocate, Jorge Huerta, in his 1981 study of Chicano theater, referred to Zoot 
Suit in a superlative-laden assessment: “Valdez world encompasses more than most of his 
critics can comprehend.”  Huerta’s insights into Valdez ‘worlds’ aside, much of the critique 139
of the play is centered on textual analysis rather than its performativity. This approach, aris-
ing from a lack of audiovisual material from this period, allowed for a biased reading of the 
historiography. Most of the reviews of Zoot Suit praised Edward James Olmos’ performance, 
calling his acting ‘impressive’.  Yet, conspicuously absent, were any significant roles for 140
women, which were reflected in there being no mention of such in any of the surviving re-
views.  This does not detract from the success of the play within the Los Angeles setting. 141
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Zoot Suit succeeded in highlighting a highly racist period of California’s history long ignored 
in the hegemonic history production of the time. However, the play glorified the pachuco and 
the zoot suit wearing Chicanos, who became the target of the riots. Richard Garcia observed 
that rather than being models of change, the zoot suit pachucos were in reality reactionary 
rather than revolutionary.  Much of the commentary provided by the actors was framed 142
within the context of the late 1970s. Valdez described his role in writing this work as serving 
“The need to stand up and just rebel, to say no is to provide a new possibility, it’s to bring a 
new consciousness into being.”  He may have succeeded in giving voice to his male charac143 -
ters; the voices of women were to remain largely silent. 
In this play, Valdez depicts two groups of Anglo-Americans who defend the young Chicano 
men arrested and being tried for ‘their part’ in the Los Angeles Zoot Suit riots. These savior 
figures advise their clients not to fight the system. While the storyline is plausible, it deviates 
from the events. These savior figures were positioned as central characters in the story’s reso-
lution, and the zoot suited pachucos were saved by well-meaning Anglos. Its portrayal of the 
pachucos as passive participants is a distortion of events. The strongest female characters in 
Valdez’ work, were in fact two Chicanas, Josefina Fierra and Luisa Moreno. Their colleague, 
Brent Corona, who assisted in the pachucos’ defense, offered an alternative commentary 
when he wrote, “Josefina traveled all over the nation, assisted by Luisa Mareno, to develop 
the broad national campaign against the racist and divisive indictments. It is to be deplored 
that Luis Valdez could find insufficient drama in the true facts.”   144
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Despite its gender imbalances, the play achieved impressive box office receipts.  Reviews 145
were enthusiastic, with Mayor Tom Bradley declaring November 18-20 Zoot Suit Week.  146
Much of the negative criticism that has been made concerning the elision by Valdez of the 
role of these two women framed it around the need to appeal to non-Chicano audiences. It 
also tended to focus on the move by the playwright from political to commercial theater. Is-
sues of gender inequity have been largely absent in assessments of this play’s place in the 
Chicano theatrical canon. Yolanda Broyles-Gonzalez goes further, “Chicana characters are 
largely inconsequential or sidelined.” She further asserts that the company and its founder 
relegated women solely to two categories, “the virgin and the whore, the long suffering 
mother or the broad.”  This ‘lack’ goes without mention in what serves as the ‘definitive’ 147
history of Hispanic theater written by Jorge Huerta. This does raise questions as to whether a 
particular playwright or author needs to address specific social issues in their work. They 
must be assessed in comparison to contemporaneous exemplars rather than engage in histori-
cal revisionism via critique. In this, the observer does encounter a prominent example of a 
more inclusive model of theatrical production in La Compañia de teatro de Alburquerque. 
This company, as discussed in Chapters Four and Five, produced a body of work that provid-
ed opportunities for women to write as well as perform. It did so by its use of the classical 
Teatro de Siglo d’ora canon of classical Spanish and Latin American plays. However, it was 
also a reflection on the differing philosophies of the respective artistic directors, Jose Ro-
driguez and Luis Valdez.  
It can be argued that the bias in the historiography towards Luis Valdez’ contribution to Chi-
cano theater is reflective of Los Angeles and its cultural mix. However, as discussed in Chap-
ter Two, art collectives in the city were heavily invested in promoting Chicana artists. The 
most successful of these, Self Help Graphics, actively promoted the production and display of 
works by Chicanas, as well as being founded and run by women. Although Teatro Campesino 
largely ceased to function after the Zoot Suit had failed in its New York run, it was to recom-
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mence its endeavors in 1992, when it toured university campuses without Luis Valdez. Both 
productions featured in this tour were written by Josefina Lopez and Socorro Valdez. Yet, nei-
ther of these women were a focus of the promotional material produced for this tour. Instead, 
Luis Valdez was extolled as the ‘guiding light’ and founder of the company. Issues of gender 
clearly remained an issue for the company and the Chicano Movement during the 1970s.   148
Scholars have struggled to create a framework around which they can critique and transform 
discourse so as to give voice to the doubly oppressed.  The need for a third option so as to 149
escape a binary discourse was discussed by María Lugones’ with respect to Gloria Anzaldúa’s 
position in her deconstruction of what she calls “the modern/colonial gender system” that has 
operated as a cultural agent of oppression over women and men of color “in all domains of 
existence”  “Without this history,” she maintains, “we keep on centering our analysis on the 150
patriarchy; that is, a binary, hierarchical, oppressive gender formation that rests in male su-
premacy without any clear understanding of the mechanisms by which heterosexuality, capi-
talism, and racial classification are impossible to understand apart from each other”  Fol151 -
lowing this position, it is important to contextualize the weaknesses and strengths of Valdez 
and the Teatro Campesino project within its own social and historical context. However, such 
analysis demonstrates cultural norms that were already being engaged with by academics and 
writers who sought to reframe the cultural politics of the Southwest concerning gender and 
sexuality diversity across the communities of the Southwest during the 1970s and 1980s. 
During the 1980s, women were still being largely sidelined by their male counterparts in Chi-
cano public discourse and history. If change was to happen, then what was needed was not 
just a narrative, but a discourse that did not merely speak of the history and experience of 
Chicanas, but also to include their voices in the production of new narratives. The answer to 
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this need was to come from a diminutive Chicana lesbian from just near San Antonio, Texas – 
a woman who reframed not just the nature of gender politics amongst the peoples who make 
up La Raza, but also articulated what it meant to exist in the Southwest, on La Frontera, the 
Borderlands. Attempts to reframe Mexican-Americans’ existence in the United States was not 
a new phenomenon. In 1950, Mexico’s great cultural commentator Octavio Paz published his 
seminal essay The Labyrinth of Solitude. This essay was scathing in its assessment of Mexi-
can-Americans living in the United States. In it, he argued that they [Mexican-Americans in 
California] were not really US-Americans. They were, at best in Paz’ assessment, poor Mexi-
cans who existed in a liminal space between two cultures. If they were to evade mental illness 
and exclusion, they had to choose. If they were to be true to their heritage, then they had to 
become more ‘authentically’ Mexican.  This essay, an analysis of Mexican history, used 152
psychoanalysis and sociological theory to reconcile the violent past with the turbulent 
‘present’. As a result of this approach, Paz presented Mexicans born of a Spanish father and 
an Indian mother as being trapped in a national Oedipal complex.  Octavio Paz’ experience 153
of living in exile in the United States during World War II instilled in him both an admiration 
of United States’ society, and an empathy with the fate of Mexican-Americans in California. 
As he wrote later, “I recognized myself in the pachucos and in their mad rebellion against 
their present and their past.”  He framed their experience as being formed in the Spanish 154
empire, molded by Mexico’s emergence as a nation-state, replete with its own iconography 
and symbolism.  Yet, he did so from a position of viewing Mexican culture as being the 155
same as the Mexican nation-state, and from a heteronormative gender position. In so doing, 
he replicated the same prejudices that Anglo-Americans applied when viewing Southwestern 
culture. This did not stop him from being widely read and admired by many Chicano nation-
alists. 
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The Chicano Movement, framed in response to the commentary of Octavio Paz and the ideal-
ization of the revolutionary in the work of Luis Valdez, was not based in cultural evolution. It 
was, at its core, reactionary and conservative. This binary analysis is essential in contextualiz-
ing the response that Chicanas (and Anzaldúa) framed in their writing and artistic endeavors 
during the late 1980s. Their work reflected a cultural model that included elements represen-
tative of currents being explored in New Mexico and Texas as much as it spoke to the reality 
of life in Southern California. This was not simply a Chicana problem. By 1987, Abdul Jan-
Mohamed and David Lloyd, scholars working in minority discourse, were actively calling for 
a rethink on “the nature and context of minority discourse.”  Things needed to change, and 156
such change needed to come from within. 
 As the Chicano Movement began to lose momentum during the 1980s, its cultural national-
ism appeared increasingly irrelevant. What remained was a nascent identity seeking expres-
sion so as to define itself. To succeed, it had to articulate a Southwestern experience, whilst 
incorporating the most successful elements of the Chicano world-view. Without this ‘third 
way’, Mexicana/o/Chicana/o and Hispanic political and cultural discourse was left in the bi-
nary of ‘revolution, or assimilation.’ From this existential crisis, emerged an unlikely heroine. 
A diminutive, diabetic lesbian Tejana, whose creative output, frustrating to the hegemonic 
academy, was to transform not just the politics of Brown Queerness, but also of the very na-
ture of what it meant to be la Raza. 
The work of Gloria Anzaldúa attracts many critics and supporters outside of the Southwest. 
Her use of indigenous and Southwestern imagery in her language, tied to her concept of ‘spir-
itual activism’, resembles New Age spirituality to those unfamiliar with the symbolism and 
iconography of the region. The spectacle of her work lacks the clinical, analytical approach 
demanded and liked by academia. Acceptance of her contribution to the Chicana and feminist 
world view was met at first with resistance from hegemonic academia; it found a ready audi-
ence in the communities, barrios and nightclubs of the Southwest. Although study of academ-
ic analysis and the historiography of Anzaldúa is an engaging task, it lies outside the remit of 
 Abdul JanMohamed and David Lloyd (eds) The Nature and Context of Minority Discourse, (New York, Ox156 -
ford University Press, 1990) 9.
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this dissertation. In the context of this study, her work represented a distillation of her experi-
ence and outlook into texts that sought to impart meaning to the readers’ lives. What many 
scholars describe as literary theories in academic discourse are also profoundly cultural arti-
facts produced in the Southwest after a period of intense political and cultural activism and 
change. In these works, the spiritual and the political are seen as co-equal elements of life in 
the borderlands. This reality led Laura Perez to observe: “Beliefs are practices consciously 
making experience to the s/Spirit as the common life force…are largely marginalized from 
serious intellectual discourse as superstition, folk belief, or New Age delusion.”  Criticisms 157
of her work in academic discourse were largely based upon a failure to understand the nature 
of her text and its contents, as well as an inability to understand the nature of what she, fol-
lowing a long tradition in Southwestern cultural discourse, identified as mestizaje.  
The core of the dissenting views of her arguments are encapsulated in Benjamin Saenz’ cri-
tique, “Anzaldúa’s language, her grammar, her talks are ultimately mortgaged to a nostalgia I 
find unacceptable.”  As sincere as such criticisms are, they do not account for the impor158 -
tance of her writings in the formulation of a search for identity in the Southwest. Nor does it 
account for her role in the articulation of a third way in the cultural struggles of the Chicana/
o, Hispana/o and Mexicana/o peoples of the United States Southwest, both as they sought to 
engage in their post-colonial struggles for agency, and address the gender inequities experi-
enced by any who failed to conform to the heteronormativity of the early Chicano Movement. 
 The work of Gloria Anzaldúa does not present itself as ‘revealed wisdom’, nor as the de-
finitive truth, which is a weapon of the oppressed against their oppressors. Rather, Anzaldúa 
sought to empower her audience to achieve their own transformation. Her sharing of her own 
struggle, and the technologies she used to engage with the world in what she came to describe 
as la faculitad was one that women in the barrios and pueblos of the Southwest could under-
stand and reframe in the contexts of their own lived experience. Anglo-feminists, by contrast, 
were seen by Chicana feminists as seeking liberation through a unifying ideology, and a uni-
 Laura Peres, “Making Oppositions”, in D. Baca, V. Villanueva (ed) Rhetorics of the Americas: 3114 BCE to 157
2012 CE, (New York, Springer Press, 2009) 198.
 Benjamin Saenz, “In the borderlands of Chicano Identity, There Are Only Fragments”, in Scott Michaelson 158
and David Johnson, The limits of Cultural Politics, (Minneapolis, University of Minnesota Press, 1997) 86-87.
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fied conception of what constituted an empowered woman. This homogenizing feminism was 
neither agreeable, nor attractive, to women of color, whose identities and local specificity en-
gendered a diversity that ran counter to the hegemonic ideology of identity offered to them by 
proponents of Anglo-feminism. 
The response to demands for a feminism that served the needs of Chicanas and men of color 
within the Chicano Art Movement were ably demonstrated in the artistic output of the 
Southwest. From Self Help Graphics in Los Angeles, to La Compañia in New Mexico, An-
zaldúa’s Borderlands/La Frontera as a cultural artifact offered a set of strategies that contex-
tualized and reframed the Chicana experience. In the historical experience of Mexicana/os 
and Chicana/os, the borderland reflected a concept of division and the agency of the state to 
proscribe social intersection. This border-militant was created to preserve its control and 
identity, not just over movement of peoples but, it can be argued, over ideas and culture as 
well. What defined “Borderlands/La Frontera” success was to take the idea of the border 
from its historical specificity, and recast it as in internalized understanding and encounter be-
tween worlds framed within the individual. As a result, rather than being a passive partici-
pant, the individual engaged in becoming what Anzaldúa described as neplanta, a state of 
constant transformation. This is achieved by transforming the personal and collective axis 
mundi from a purely geographic locus, to one that is located internally in the psychological 
and spiritual framework of the individual and their communities.  159
In 1987, the year Borderlands/La Frontera was published, policy along the United States/
Mexico border was being redefined. The targeting of populations that failed to meet a hege-
monic cultural purity advocated by proponents of border security and English-Only policies 
were beginning to affect the communities of the borders. Attempts to promote bilingualism 
and Spanish language pride by national and state agencies were an open challenge to the ef-
forts of a national discourse biased against Spanish language. These efforts came, however, 
only after a period of political and artistic creativity that had focused upon issues of commu-
nity and identity. This conversation had reacquainted people with their shared cultural lan-
 Gloria Anzaldúa “Now Let Us Shift….the Path of Concomiento…Inner Work, Public Acts”. in Gloria An159 -
zaldúa and Analogues Keeting (eds) This Bridge We Call Home: Radical Visions for Transformation, (New 
York, Routledge, 2002) 556.
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guage at a time when they were entering a cycle of racially motivated anti-Mexican policies. 
Gloria Anzaldúa, in this context, represented an expression of themes and ideas that had been 
increasingly expressed in the artistic and cultural production of the region. Borderlands/La 
Frontera represented a thoughtscape, a metaphor, whose descriptive language and uncom-
promising bilingualism describes liminal spaces in transition. The world view that this 
thoughtscape produced was one where identity was constructed as an evolving concept with-
in the Southwestern experience.  The resignification of the border ran counter to accepted 160
labelling and epistemological categories. Anzaldúa’s work became a means for residents of 
the border to enter into a narrative specific to the Southwest and its peoples. Further, it al-
lowed them to resist the smothering oppression of hegemonic structures, prejudices, and bi-
ases. 
For many, the process of identity formation and transformation was attended by the cultural 
forces that sought to limit them to the private sphere. By denying women agency in the public 
sphere, Chicano men remained free to ‘lead the struggle’. In response to this process, Gloria 
Anzaldúa constructed a social software that made the process of transformation into a process 
of encountering societal oppression by overcoming the internal oppression that culture im-
poses upon its subjects. By using spiritual language, her audience was able to accept the con-
cepts hidden within the text, leading to an awakening to their own condition. By uniting inner 
processes with outer acts, she synthesized a political aesthetic, framed in a cultural language 
understood by her audience. In short, Gloria Anzaldúa sought “To deal with personal con-
cerns, while also confronting larger issues in the public arena; You begin using spiritual texts 
to cope with racial and gender oppression and other modern maldades [maladies].”  161
The concept of using spirituality as a means for social activism has been a recurring theme 
within Latin American and Southwestern discourse. These ideas had been at the core of liber-
ation theology popular during the 1970s. Ana Castillo saw this spiritual politics, as an essen-
tial process of improving collective and personal self-esteem as a political act. “An individual 
 Gloria Anzaldúa, “Nepantla, Creative Acts of Vision”, Collected Papers (1944-2004) (Austin, University of 160
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 Anzaldúa, (1987) op.cit. p.10.161
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who does not sense herself as helpless to circumstances, is more able to contribute positively 
to her environment, than one who resigns with apathy to it because of her sense of individual 
insignificance.”  By empowering women to speak of their shared experience and history, 162
the monolithic narratives espoused by Chicano nationalists such as Luis Valdez are seen as 
attempts to enforce an exclusionary, singular identity, with the construction of an inclusive 
and multi-faceted identity.  What emerged from this analysis was that the state of mestizaje, 163
being of mixed race heritage, was a homeland. For Anzaldúa, the   Aztlán of Chicano 
mythology was not a place to be found outside of the individual; “…it resided within”. The 
paradox of this was that “the individual must leave home to find home”.   164
The individual’s goal of achieving the self-actualized state of the mestiza was not automatic. 
It took effort, had be constructed. It cannot emerge fully formed, yet requires the personal 
pain of its birth, to open the doors to new ways of understanding the self. It required a new 
mythos, a new culture. In short, it required the production of a new identity. As Anzaldúa 
said, “the future depends on the straddling of two or more cultures. By creating a new mythos 
- that is, a change in the way we see ourselves and the ways we behave - la mestiza creates a 
new consciousness.”  For Anzaldúa, this new consciousness was created through writing. 165
For others it might come from art production, drama, story-telling and music. These practices 
gave voice to those oppressed into silence, and empowered them to perform acts of creativity, 
so as to presage and initiate, change.  By redefining the relational aspect of identity, An166 -
zaldúa countered the critiques of Octavio Paz, and challenged the defiant machismo of Luis 
Valdez. Rather than defining one’s identity through categories that are oppositional in nature, 
the individual and the collective form their identity formation through encounter, exchange 
and, most radical, blending. 
 Ana Castillo, Massacre of the Dreamers: Essays on Xicanismo, (New York, Plume Books, 1995) 12.162
 Rosa Linda Fregoso and Angie Chabram (eds), “Chicano/a Cultural Representations: Reframing 4:3 (1990) 163
203-212.
 Eliza Escobar, cited in Yvonne Yarbro-Bejarano, “Gloria Anzaldúa’s Borderlands/La Frontera Cultural Stud164 -
ies, “Difference,” and the Non-Unitary Subject, Cultural Critique. No. 28 (Autumn 1994) (Minneapolis, Uni-
versity of Minnesota Press, 1994) 13.
 Anzaldúa, (1987) 80.165
 ibid. p.87.166
 201
The encounter produced by Anzaldúa’s ideological schema of radical interconnectedness was 
itself revolutionary. She articulated a philosophy of encounter that was framed by context 
specific perspectives. For Anzaldúa, the world and the individual are connected. This concept 
lay at the core of her oldest theory of activism, El Mundo Zurdo [The Left-Handed World). El 
Mundo Zurdo required the individual to repurpose symbols and behaviors to new contexts (an 
idea that was to become central to Chela Sandoval’s thesis). The Chicano salute, a raised fist, 
in Anzaldúa’s El Mundo Zurdo “is not a fist per uno mano abierta [but an open hand] raised 
with others in struggle, celebration and song.” This idea was explored further in her introduc-
tion to The Bridge Called My Back: Writings by Radical Women of Color. Therein, she ar-
gued that women and queers of color faced challenges in utilizing differences to reveal com-
monalities that already existed, but were denied expression.  By recognizing the open 167
wound within oneself, one can recognize the open wound in another.  
For Anzaldúa, there was no room for the personality politics that had riven the Chicano 
Movement apart. These conflicts, located in a binary oppositional framework, led to dogmat-
ic positions and tribal divisions centered on personalities that were as much a symptom of the 
pain of the border experience as the oppression they perpetuated in ignorance. Her philoso-
phy was woven throughout with the image of the curandera, the traditional healer and wise 
women familiar across the eastern United States Southwest. This idea, and the philosophies 
that support curanderas in their practice, were integral to the work of Rudolf Anaya. Anaya’s 
seminal work about life growing up in a New Mexico pueblo [village], Bless Me Ultima, pub-
lished in 1972, became a rallying cry for Hispanic New Mexico.  It is a tale of New Mexi168 -
can life at the time of the atomic bomb tests in the 1940s, revealing a world very different 
from the urban landscapes of Los Angeles and San Francisco. As Anaya himself said, “What 
I've wanted to do is compose the Chicano worldview — the synthesis that shows our true 
mestizo identity — and clarify it for my community and myself. Writing for me is a way of 
 Gloria Anzaldúa & Cherrie Moraga (eds), This Bridge Called My Back, (San Francisco, SUNY Press, 1981).167
 Rudolf Anaya Bless Me Ultima, (New York, Grand Central Publishing, 1972).168
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knowledge, and what I find illuminates my life.”  Anaya demonstrated, by this use of the 169
word Chicano, that it had different connotations in different communities. His work gently 
demanded the right to be included in the collective understanding of the peoples who were 
increasingly being described as La Raza. As the work of Jose Rodriguez and La Compañia 
demonstrated in Anaya’s home state of New Mexico, as much as the mural production in El 
Paso did, the border remained always in the background. A pulse that might be ignored for a 
time, yet whose reality challenged those whose homelands were located in its shadow. 
The need to address the ‘open wound’ that is the border required approaches that engaged 
with the topic in communal terms. This engagement became an act of communal healing, al-
lowing the peoples of la frontera, to contextualize their experiences, whether of crossing the 
border physically, or discovering the border internally. The need to engage in acts of healing 
is as much part of the political program of the Chicano Art Movement, as it was of regional 
identity formation. As Mel Casas said, “Chicano art, at least for nos [us] is a social mirror 
(erpejo social). Its nature of intent and expectation is to avoid cultural schizophrenia by seek-
ing a visual identity.  This schizophrenia was a central critique of Octavio Paz against the 170
Mexican-American experience. He argued that the pelado and the pachuco, two heroic arche-
types of Chicano theater, were in reality articulations of the “submissive hero”. In the cultural 
nationalism of Paz, such passivity is the product of ‘historical trauma’, and was seen as un-
manly. For Paz, once the subject became aware of the origins of the ‘trauma’ in history, they 
could take action so as to free themselves from its bondage, rather than exist as a submissive, 
emasculated subject.   171
As a result of the trauma described by Paz, the idealization of the past became a utopian ex-
ercise that embedded an idealization of the macho and the bondage of the feminine, in the 
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pursuit of an idealized nationalism, uncorrupted by modernity. This process, however, did not 
address the emergent needs of the people of the Southwest, and of La Raza in particular. An-
zaldúa’s response was not to retreat from otros/the other, nor to run from the schizophrenia of 
Paz’s imagination. Rather, she advocated embracing it, and transforming it into creativity and 
action. For her, the autobiographical was not merely an exercise in catharsis. It became a 
form of liberation. As Anzaldúa wrote, “With terror as my companion, I dip into my life and 
begin work on myself.”  172
The terror of Anzaldúa arose as much from cutting the bonds of imposed identity as it did 
from the Chicana embracing a “plural personality…who operates in a pluralistic model”.  173
The multi-faceted identities that migrants and minorities negotiate became her schema. 
Rather than explain this state to others, thus subjugating parts of her own identity, the new 
mestiza “learns to be Indian in Mexican culture, to be Mexican from an Anglo point of 
view.”  This was consciousness raising as social activism. By accepting a liminal identity, 174
her subject unlearned binary stereotypes, such as the puta/virgin (whore/virgin) dichotomy. 
She learned how to construct new ways of seeing familiar symbols and giving them new pur-
pose. The Virgin, becomes an Aztec goddess who seeks redemption for her past. She was not 
seeking redemption out of guilt, or because she was in some way ‘wrong’. She did it because 
her present demands it. This approach challenged adherents of Paz and Chicano traditional-
ists, as much as it was an affront to sections of the academy.  
Anzaldúa continued to have resonance with her camino de la mestiza (the way of the 
mestiza). It invited women (and men) to create spaces of transition, to create multiple identi-
ties which then collect to form a comunidad. From this comunidad, her writings presented as 
a third way that avoided either revolution or assimilation. This third way “is greater than the 
sum of its severed parts.”  It represented a liberation from old ideas by reforming its sym175 -
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bolic language. By examining what she had inherited, the Chicana can then discern what she 
inherited from her Spanish forefathers, and Indian mothers, and what is the baggage she has 
been given by the Anglo.  The process of self-examination had been a part of the process by 176
which Mexican-Americans engaged in self-critique and reinvention. This had been a part of 
the Chicano Art Movement since the 1970s.  
As we have seen, La Compañia de teatro de Alburquerque had, in their most successful pro-
duction Nuevo Mexico Si!, engaged with the New Mexican historical narrative to synthesize a 
narrative from which a model of social cohesion could be advocated. This narrative was es-
sential in understanding the production of the nuevomexicano identity and its cultural sur-
vival. Although limited in its scope by its author’s theological foundations, it did presage the 
approach articulated by Gloria Anzaldúa a decade later. This same examination and ‘cultural 
retooling” proved successful in Self Help Graphics and its use of Oaxacan and Mexican cul-
tural aesthetics, as the collective recast of what had previously been a private observance into 
the modern Fiesta Dia de la Muerte (Festival of the Day of the Dead). This cultural artifact 
became a tool in educating Mexican-Americans in southern California in their culture, whilst 
providing a spectacle within which Californians could participate.  
These transformational processes were both a form of activism, and of communal and indi-
vidual healing of “lo heredado, lo aquiridoy lo impuesto” (what has been inherited, acquired 
and imposed).  Rather than frame these strategies in an apologetic form, Anzaldúa’s nepant177 -
la ideology accepted her rebellion of the spirit and the mind as she formed “a new political 
stance as a fully radicalized feminist Chicana.”  Via the medium of addressing her femi178 -
nism, Anzaldúa revealed patriarchal control of cultural symbols as being but one more aspect 
of colonial and gender oppression. The work of her neplantera is achieved by “rewriting the 
stories of Malinali [Malinche], La Llorona and the Virgin of Guadalupe, Anzaldúa is strategi-
 ibid. p.82176
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cally reclaiming a ground for female historical presence.”  Anzaldúa spoke for women, and 179
Queers of Color across the Southwest when she wrote, “we…blame ourselves, hate our-
selves, terrorize ourselves…we suspect that there is something wrong with us.”   180
 
The crisis leading to breakdown, was de-
scribed in Anzaldúan discourse as the 
Coatlicue state. The goddess Coatlicue 
was used as a symbol of Chicano pride 
with the sleeping goddess carried by her 
lover as part of a curse placed upon them. 
Its presence was ubiquitous. For many 
Chicano nationalists, they drew this im-
agery from the work of Jesús Helguera 
(1910-1971), a Mexican painter who mar-
ried the heroic Aztec image to Catholi-
cism (see figure 15). Rather than decode 
this image as representing a conservative 
image of the family and its gender roles, 
Anzaldúa recoded it to represent societal 
role models that impose themselves when 
women abrogate their calls for equality to 
men. She was aware that this disempowerment was both a self-created inaction, and a prod-
uct of auto-marginalization practiced by many Chicana/os. This included shame in their 
Spanish, and lack of purity in their cultural heritage. Rather than create a homogenized ‘offi-
cial Spanish’, she acknowledged “there is no one Chicano language, just as there is no one 
Chicano experience.”  Thus, she challenged both the homogenizing bigotry of the Anglo, 181
and the oppressive conformity of the Chicano nationalist.  
 ibid p.6: neplantera is ‘one who is a neplanta.’ The three archetypes are discussed in detail in the chapter 179
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Figure 15: Iztaccihuatl - Jesús Helguera 
By engaging in cultural and personal consciousness raising, Anzaldúa advocated this process 
being best tackled through acts of creativity. By negotiating the inner plurality of their exis-
tence, the artist, playwright and the author/poet acted as mediator between cultures and world 
views. She did not, however, see this as being merely a Chicana/o cultural paradigm. “I think 
we need to allow whites to be our allies. Through our literature, art, corridos [story songs], 
and folk-tales, we must share our history with them.”  This is not just a polemical nod to 182
inclusion, but an essential part of the mestiza agenda. The aspects of Mexican-American cul-
tural production were, and remain, essential elements of life in locales such as western and 
southern Texas and New Mexico, as well as border towns in Arizona and Southern California. 
Via these processes, a cultural dialogue occurs from which understanding can arise. This was 
and remains essential in her program. Only then can the Anglo “finally tell us what you need 
from us.”  This does not exclude the reverse happening, of Mexicana/os and Chicana/os 183
telling Anglos what they want from them.  
The place of Borderlands/La Frontera in the cultural profile of the Southwest has been trans-
formative. What has been seen as a literary theory text is, in the Southwestern context, a po-
litical text with a clear program. By contextualizing the lived experience born of border lives, 
she gave voice to “her revolutionary approach, a product of exile. Not exile of the Mexican, 
but the social exile the Queer experience knows too well.”  Her transitions across the re184 -
gion, from San Antonio, Texas to San Francisco, California, were the type of internal exile 
known to so many in the region as they sought to find work or attend college. This journey 
produced a text that articulated cultural and political ideas that had been current in the writing 
and theater of the region. By drawing from her authentic experience in rural eastern South-
western culture, Gloria Anzaldúa created a paradigm from which dialogue could emerge. By 
her articulation of a coherent and inclusive agenda that addressed the deficiencies of Chicano 
cultural politics, as well as addressing the oppression experienced by not just women and 
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queers of color, but also Chicano men, she sought to enable them to free themselves from the 
politics of patriarchy. In so doing, Anzaldúa was instrumental in initiating a dialogue that 
continues in the Southwest into the twenty-first century. Her work was not so much the con-
clusion of a historical process as a transition point in the journey to a modern Southwestern 
identity. The elements of her work were present in the artistic output of the region throughout 
the 1970s and 1980s, and reaching back to the 1910 Mexican Revolution and the intellectual 
and cultural foment it generated. This output produced an articulation of identity, without 
suppressing its essential hybridity. By becoming the new mestiza or mestizo, we all face the 
border, and meet the challenge of Atravesando Fronteras/Crossing the Borders. In so doing, 
individuals and their communities are changed in the process, new identities can be given ex-
pression, from which we, and those we encounter, can impart meaning to our lives, and our 
struggles.  185
 ibid. p.21. This is the title of the opening section of her work Borderlands/La Frontera.185
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Conclusion 
The range of contemporary critical theories suggests, that it is from those who have suffered 
the sentence of history, subjugation, diaspora, displacement — that we learn our most endur-
ing lessons for living, and thinking,  
Homi Babha  186
The Chicano Movement during the mid-1960s engaged with a struggle to improve their polit-
ical and cultural fortunes. During that decade, and into the 1970s, the movement’s ideology 
was framed by the nationalist revolutionary discourse popular amongst protest movements of 
the period. The rise of identity politics, forged in the social and economic turmoil of the 
1960s and 1970s, fostered an artistic and cultural renaissance in the region. This, in turn, led 
to the articulation of an identity rooted in hybridity that challenged the hegemonic identity 
discourse of the United States during the 20th century. In its place, it articulated a program 
that, rather than being revolutionary or separatist, was a third way, rooted in the Southwestern 
experience, culture and history. 
Through creative acts of resistance, the disparate communities of the Southwest began ex-
ploring their histories and place in the American body-politic. Each community began enter-
ing into a cultural conversation amongst themselves, and their fellow Americans. Through art 
and theater, these communities became aware, not just through their collective identity, but 
also their histories. This growing consciousness was, however, not a prequel to a call for na-
tional separation (although elements of the Chicano Art Movement did hold to this position). 
Rather, they collectively became aware of a shared identity, defined by a hybridity framed by 
conquest, the border, and a shared history of oppression, racism, and disenfranchisement. As 
a consequence, they began to articulate an identity that reflected America as a ‘nation of na-
tions’. By embracing their own histories, blending the Mexican with their Spanish colonial 
culture, and grafting it onto the national mythos of the United States, they initiated a program 
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of political and cultural inclusion at a time when long-simmering racial tensions were begin-
ning to manifest in national and state politics.  
Another major plank of the Chicano Art Movement was the need to address issues of gender 
and sexuality. The persistence of discrimination felt by Chicana, Raza women and Queers of 
Color, largely ignored during the early period of the Chicano Art Movement during the 1970s 
and 1980s, led a diminutive Tejana lesbian to take the methodologies of resistance, and frame 
it in a cultural language that found resonance in its audiences. In so doing, she transformed 
the way a people saw themselves. The Borderlands/La Frontera mestizaje, a construct articu-
lated in the writings of Gloria Anzaldúa and taken up by Chicana feminists, was not some ex 
nihilo creation of Anzaldúa’s genius. Rather, it was an emergent world view whose evolution 
was encoded within, articulated, and given voice, by the very struggles that they sought to 
address. This was not some monolithic movement wherein the casual observer can construct 
a clear line of narrative from which the historian can divine meaning. Instead, it was a collec-
tion of movements that operated within the local, whilst constructing a transnational cultural 
framework. As these movements began to operate within the wider regional political and cul-
tural stage, they began to create a shared language within which the aspirations of communi-
ties could give common cause and a shared purpose. As much as the United States is ‘a teem-
ing nation of nations’, the Hispanic, Mexican-American, Tejano, Mexicano and Chicano 
populations of La Raza, are ‘a people of peoples’.  
The search for agency was not initially a search for identity; as these communities engaged in 
increasingly convergent struggles and cultural agendas, they began to articulate a differential 
consciousness within which they were able to negotiate their struggles by education, and the 
utilization of multiple methods in the struggle for social change. Those teatros and art collec-
tives that successfully engaged in activist-politics made use of a sophisticated political palette 
as they engaged with oppression in their various communities. In Los Angeles, Self Help 
Graphics, along with Mechicano Art Collective, utilized an atelier, or guild approach to train-
ing. These collectives operated within a community-based model to great success. It was not 
enough for the artist to exist above, or separate from, their communities, rather they had to be 
responsive to, and expressive of, the communities they needed to support them and their 
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work. As a result, they were able to provide performative episodes from which political and 
cultural discourse could emerge, and colonize the intellectual and cultural world of its audi-
ence. This was to be the model for the most successful culturally and politically driven art 
across the region. Teatros such as La Compañia de teatro de Alburquerque demonstrated the 
power of this model. This teatro was founded in a state with little history of Hispanic and 
Mexicano cooperation, and no tradition of theater. Within a few years of its founding in 1977, 
it had ensured that classical Spanish theater, with a decidedly political voice, became a valued 
fixture in the cultural profile of New Mexico. El Paso, a unique community in the Southwest, 
along with its neighbor, Ciudad Juarez in Mexico, was able to foster an artistic culture 
through the presence and patronage of the El Paso County Museum of Art and the University 
of Texas – El Paso (UTEP). Nurturing, and training artists from both sides of the border, they 
generated a visual language that found resonance in their communities, as they began exercis-
ing their growing demographic influence in state and national politics.  
As was demonstrated in Chapter Two, Teatro Campesino, arguably the most iconic of the 
Chicano teatros, demonstrated the need to maintain an ongoing community dialogue. Follow-
ing on from its success as an agitprop theater in the fields of Southern California, it began to 
retreat into arcane mysticism, as its founder became enamored of the   Aztlán separatist Chi-
cano agenda. In so doing, it replicated rather than addressed the cultural biases and prejudices 
of its audiences. These were biases that even its audiences were beginning to become aware 
of, as questions of gender and power entered the political stage of the nation during the 
1970s. The culmination of this period was the play Bernabe, a powerful work, compromised 
by its depictions of gender and its unreconstructed labor-politics recast for suburban audi-
ences. This failure, however, was itself a part of a process of dialogue, as the output of the 
teatro moved back into a theatre whose roots were in the community, rather than pursuing a 
purity of ideology program that put politics first and theater second. Both the teatro, and its 
impresario, Luis Valdez, moved back into the cultural ‘mainstream’ of Chicano and Mexicano 
cultural politics following this play, staging such plays as La Virgen de Tepeyac, Zoot Suit, 
and La Bamba to great success with both Chicano and Anglo audiences. 
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By accepting and utilizing the cultural foundations, metaphors, and symbolic language of the 
various communities, the Chicano Art Movement created a cultural program whose influence 
can be seen not just in the Southwest United States, but across the nation, and even into Mex-
ico itself. As revealed in Chapter Two, Self Help Graphics, taking a largely private festival, 
dressing it up in the Oaxacan aesthetic, created the modern Dia de los Muertos/Day of the 
Dead. It’s colors, smells and tastes, combined with a program of education, celebration and 
outreach, enabled a community whose population, although significant, did not enjoy a ma-
jority of the Los Angeles County population at this time, to not just celebrate cultural pride, 
but to reach out to the non-Mexican-American, the non-Hispanic, the Anglo. As a result, this 
festival became a popular feature of the city’s calendar, and became a popular feature of the 
Southwestern cultural calendar. This repurposing of established forms and tropes, a central 
plank of Chela Sandoval’s Methodology of the Oppressed, was to be a theme throughout the 
Chicano Art Movement, and an enduring strategy, whose success had enabled populations 
previously excluded from the national psyche to successfully engage with political programs, 
and whose success ensured that the Southwest remained one of the most culturally dynamic 
and diverse regions of the United States.  
Central to the Anzaldúa thesis is the idea of facilidad, or the ability to be an effective actor 
within one’s own environment. This is described in Sandoval’s methodological schema as 
democratics. The individual and the group must be empowered to articulate and frame their 
own engagement with hegemonic power. Whether it was Self Help Graphics, La Compañia, 
or the art collectives of El Paso, each sought to democratize the artistic process, and empower 
the next generation of artists and performers. Entrenched views and prejudices always threat-
ened to stall the Chicano Rights Movement, as conservative elements struggle with change. 
The solution reflected the political economies of New Mexico and El Paso, and challenged 
the Los Angeles-centric historiography prevalent during the 1970s and early 1980s.  
As Chapters Three and Four explained, in New Mexico, the fortune in recruiting artistic di-
rector Jose Rodriguez, with his open commitment to faith and his status as a middle-class 
Puerto Rican, allowed him to stand outside the cultural politics of New Mexico. He was able, 
via his classical roots, to promote a theatrical vision that transcended the political and cultural 
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borders, seeking always to speak to the widest audience. In so doing, he created a teatro that 
reflected its audience, whilst also educating them, through a vibrant diet of leftist and classi-
cal Spanish theater. As demonstrated in Chapter Five, in El Paso, the local nature of the artists 
who took up the challenge of guiding the mural and painting production in the city defined its 
mural production. These artists, making use of their national exposure and institutional sup-
port, were better able to promote, organize, and train groups of locals so that they could cre-
ate art that galvanized their communities as they began exercising their growing political 
power. It also was a response to increasingly partisan political discourse with regard to border 
policy and security that saw the border becoming increasingly militarized during this period. 
The strategies that these communities engaged with stood in contrast to the revolutionary 
language and politics of Teatro Campesino during this period. Casual observers might con-
clude that, as a result, these examples demonstrate that political theater and art was sup-
pressed by the need to ensure that the teatros and collectives remained financially self-suffi-
cient. This, however, ignores the power of co-opting cultural symbols, and repurposing them 
to serve the cultural politics of the day. By immersing their audiences in the imagery and 
symbolism of their past, and applying this metaphorical and visual language to their contem-
porary cultural production, they engaged in the process of the spectacle. Instead of their audi-
ences becoming disenfranchised from cultural production, these creative gatherings empow-
ered participants as they challenged, educated and amused their audiences. Instead of creating 
a spectacle of opposition, they successfully utilized capitalist production so as to transform 
culture into another commodity – one that can be marketed, traded and developed.  187
Central to the Southwestern experience is the border. To the outside observer, the border 
seems real, solid, impenetrable. For El Paso and Segundo Barrio, art and mural production 
were as much about seeking to express the reality of living along the border, as they were acts 
of resistance. In so doing, they contributed to identity production not just within El Paso, but 
also in Ciudad Juarez. Theatrical production in New Mexico seemed to embrace a vision of 
Mexicanidad divorced from the nation-state, and transformed into a cultural paradigm that 
allowed Nuevomexicanos/New Mexicans to engage with their collective past and shared 
present. In Los Angeles, the emergence of the cultural festival became a tool for engaging not 
 Sandoval op.cit. p.ix187
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just with the Chicano and Mexicano communities of the county, but also their Anglo neigh-
bors. In so doing, they were not only challenging some theoretical other; rather, they initiated 
a dialogue on central questions of identity, civil and communal rights; indeed, the very nature 
of what it means to be American in the Southwest. 
As the 1980s progressed, issues of gender and sexuality came increasingly to the fore. Cer-
tainly, the feminist and queer movements of the 1970s had been active in promoting a politi-
cally engaged feminism and activism in the face of community resistance. During this period, 
the separatist   Aztlán agenda had begun to falter. Exhausted by the factionalism that so many 
groups that espoused a leftist nationalist agenda had fallen prey to during the latter part of the 
1970s, many began to become re-engaged with the Democratic Party of the United States. As 
the idealism of the 1970s gave way to the turmoil of the 1980s, and lack of funding and in-
vestment threatened to derail the cultural program engendered by the Chicano Art Movement, 
Gloria Evangelina Anzaldúa published a work whose message was the product of nearly a 
century of political, artistic and cultural activism and, in so doing, encapsulated the hopes, 
fears and contradictions experiences by the Hispanic and Mexicano peoples of the region.  
“Manifest landmarks transfigure, when the foundational underplate that makes their very ex-
istence possible, shifts upwards.”  The publication of Borderlands/La Frontera in 1987 was 188
not an ex-nihilo creative moment that sprung fully formed from the genius of Anzaldúa. The 
themes she articulated were part of the fabric of the Southwestern experience. Questions of 
culture and identity within the borderlands became wedded to issues of gender and sexuality. 
This was not a revolutionary text in the sense that it sought to tear down the old, and replace 
it with some fictitious ‘new’. By utilizing semiotics, Anzaldúa fulfilled Sandoval’s method-
ological schema for resistance to patterns of repression. In so doing, she initiated an identity 
discourse that engaged disenfranchised populations to acts of creative resistance. This fact 
was an essential plank in her Borderlands/La Frontera ideology that acts of creative resis-
tance framed within a spiritual language were essential elements in transforming and healing 
not just individuals, but whole communities. This work, framed in a language understandable 
to its audience, was not presented as a theoretical work, although it can be used as such. In-
Sandoval op.cit. p.1188
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stead, it was presented as a performative prose that hid within its words wisdom that connect-
ed to the Mexican indigenous past. Her aim was to move beyond the revolution or assimila-
tion dichotomy, articulating a philosophy of mestijismo/hybridity. Rather than serving to 
maintain hegemonic power, much as the Mexican mestizaje had done since the revolution, 
she instead sought to empower her readers to their own acts of creative resistance.  
One of the central planks of the New Mestiza agenda contained within Borderlands/La Fron-
tera was this idea that the border is not just one line, but that there are two borders framing 
the borderlands, creating a third space. This third space is not a tension between the two 
sides, but rather a space of encounter and transformation. Further, the border is not just locat-
ed on a map, but also exists within those whose lives are framed by its existence. It is here 
that history, language, culture and identity intersect to produce something unsought – a blend-
ing of forms, a new mestiza. This blending added another layer to the sedimentary nature of 
identity that all transcultural populations live within. As this dissertation has demonstrated, 
this has not been some novel creation engendered in the creative musings of Anzaldúa, but 
rather a process of education, discovery and creativity that manifested across the Southwest 
during the period 1968-1991. To the outsider, this work is arcane, and cryptic; drifting from 
one language to the other, with little help for the reader of less flexible linguistic talents. Yet, 
this very difficulty is as much a part of the performativity of the text as the academic musings 
in which it engaged. To speak about bilingualism and its challenges is not the same as experi-
encing it. Yet, in the experience, understanding and above all empathy are the sought out-
comes. Without these qualities, there is, in the schema of La Frontera, no real wisdom. It was 
these qualities that made this text so influential in the Southwest. It was also these qualities 
that confounded and dismayed academics, who failed to understand the cultural language, 
and the performative virtue of emotion in the process of identity formation.  
When looked at in isolation, with each step in the cultural journey that we term the Chicano 
Art Movement, peoples of the American Southwest found a way to include, honor, and tran-
scend their differences, to give expression to a vision of America that is pluralistic, inclusive 
and hybrid. By doing so, they were not engaged in an act of revolution. Rather, they resur-
rected a vision of America, long forgotten, that had been so eloquently expressed by Ameri-
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ca’s poet-laureate Walt Whitman in his 1855 introduction to Leaves of Grass, “Not only is the 
United States a nation — but rather, a teeming nation of nations.”  189
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